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Introduction

A variety of processes including the history of treaty making, changing legislative 
definitions of Aboriginal groups, administrative record keeping, and the design of census 
questions have led to a complex categorization system of Aboriginal peoples in Canada. 
More recently, shifts in either the meaning of categories (Andersen 2008) or patterns of 
self-identification (Guimond et al. 2009) have altered the altered the size and characteristics 
of the population in different categories. This paper explores the demographic and socio-
economic characteristics of one administrative category of Aboriginal people in Canada, 
those defined as Non-Status Indians.

The category of “Non-Status Indian” emerged from the combination of definitional 
acts by the Canadian federal government. “Aboriginal,” the collective term most often 
used to refer to Indigenous peoples in Canada at this time, obscures tremendous cultural, 
historical, and legal complexity. The Constitution Act, 1982, identified three groups of 
Aboriginal people: the North American Indians (most often called “First Nations”); the 
Métis, who are descendants of Europeans and First Nations people and who established a 
unique cultural and political regime in western Canada; and the northern Inuit peoples.1 
Adding to this complexity is an additional category created by the Indian Act of Canada, 
first introduced in 18502 and subject to many subsequent amendments. While the first 
Indian Acts did not define who was an “Indian,” the Indian Act began, in 1869, to lay 
out regulations for determining who was “Indian” and, by definition, who had lost that 
status. Definitions varied as the Indian Act was amended again and again. Currently, Non-
Status Indians are individuals who identify themselves, culturally, as First Nations people 
(or North American Indians, which is the term used in the census) rather than as Métis or 
Inuit, but they are not registered under the Indian Act. 

1 There are many distinct cultures within these larger groupings. Using linguistic groupings as one measure 
of cultural differences, there are more than fifty distinct language groups among First Nations peoples, there 
are several Inuktitut dialects among the Inuit, and the Métis speak a variety of First Nations languages as well 
as Michif, which evolved out of their First Nations and European ancestry (Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples [RCAP] 1996, 11).

2 These early Indian Acts were found in both Upper and Lower Canada.
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There have been many processes, historically, leading to the creation of a category of 
individuals who, while identifying themselves culturally as First Nations, are not registered 
under the Indian Act. The most well-known process has to do with clauses introduced in 
1869 amendments to the Indian Act that stated that First Nations women who married 
non-First Nations men would lose their status, and that all of the children from those 
marriages also would not have Registered Indian status. As noted below, Bill C-31 amended 
the Indian Act of Canada in 1985 to allow individuals who had lost legal Indian status in 
this way to apply to regain status. However, many individuals have not taken this route, 
either by choice or because of impediments in the application process.  Registered Indians 
have also, at various times and with different amendments to the Indian Act, lost or 
given up their status when they joined various professions, served in the army, lived in 
another country, wanted to vote, or wanted to buy land. In 1951, the process of creating a 
centralized registry from the lists held by Indian agents on individual reserves resulted in 
some families and individuals being left out or removed from the rolls. Finally, there are 
some groups who consider themselves First Nations, but who never signed a treaty and 
so are not considered as First Nations people by the federal government.3 While this is a 
partial list, it does describe the major routes individuals have taken to fall into the category 
“Non-Status Indian.”

There is almost no work that focuses on the demographic and socio-economic 
characteristics of this category of Aboriginal peoples. Most often, they are included in an 
analysis of the larger Aboriginal population, or in work on First Nations peoples. However, 
there are some differences between Non-Status Indians and Registered Indians, Inuit, 
and Métis people as a group that may lead them to possess different characteristics. The 
differences are simplest to describe when they refer to legal definitions that lie at the basis 
of government programming. Non-Status Indians do not have access to programs and 
services available through the federal government to Registered Indians. For example, they 
do not have the legal right to live on reserve once they become adults,4 they cannot vote in 
band elections or run for positions on band councils, and they do not have access to those 
few services delivered by the federal government to Status Indians living off reserves. They 
also do not have access to federal programs or services available to Inuit people. When 
the distinctions occur on the basis of self-identification, differences are more difficult 
to delineate. The Métis National Council (MNC), represented in BC, Saskatchewan, 
Manitoba, and Ontario, states: “Métis means a person who self-identifies as Métis, is of 
historic Métis nation ancestry, is distinct from other Aboriginal peoples and is accepted by 
the Métis nation” (Gionet 2009). It seems likely that, in these provinces, individuals who 
viewed themselves as Aboriginal, but were not Registered Indians or Inuit and did not have 
links to the history of the Métis Nation, would identify as Non-Status Indian. In other parts 

3 See, for example, the Lubicon Cree Nation in northern Alberta:  http://www.lubiconlakenation.com/. 

4 Currently, some parents cannot pass on their Indian status to their children because of the history of 
intermarriage that resulted in their own status category. Children from these parents have the legal right to 
live on the reserve until they become adults. 
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of the country, however, individuals whose ancestry includes both Aboriginal and Non-
Aboriginal people identify as Métis (Laliberte forthcoming). An analysis of the complex 
processes leading to differences in self-identification is beyond the scope of this paper. 
Differences between the various Aboriginal categories, however, suggest that it is useful to 
explore the demographic and socio-economic characteristics of Non-Status Indians.

 Method

The Canadian census is a survey, conducted every five years, of all persons living in 
Canada.  Beginning in 1996, the Canadian census began to ask individuals who reported 
Aboriginal ancestry whether they “identified” with their reported ancestry. The “identity 
population” (those who identified as a North American Indian, Métis, or Inuit person) 
was considered to more accurately capture the meaning of what had been termed a “core 
Aboriginal population” (Goldmann and Siggner 1995). The question was meant to provide 
an “indicator of an individual’s feelings, allegiance or association” with Aboriginal culture 
(Goldmann 1993, 11). 

Currently, the Canadian census includes several questions to enumerate Aboriginal 
populations: 

Q 18. Is this person an Aboriginal person, that is, North American Indian, Métis or 
Inuit (Eskimo)? 

Q 20. Is this person a member of an Indian Band / First Nation? (If the answer is 
“yes,” respondents are asked to write in name of band or First Nation.) 

Q 21. Is this person a Treaty Indian or a Registered Indian as defined by the Indian 
Act of Canada? (UN, no date). 
These questions allow us to derive the Non-Status Indian population used in the 

following analysis. Respondents who answered that they were “North American Indian,” 
and then also reported on the Registered Indian question that they did not have Registered 
Indian status according to the Indian Act of Canada were derived as Non-Status Indians.

The data used in this paper comes from the 1996, 2001, and 2006 long-form census, 
which was a one-in-five household sample.  Data from the 2011 census is not yet available. 
This long-form questionnaire, which was mandatory for respondents to fill out at the time, 
asked a large number of additional demographic, cultural, social, economic, and housing 
questions. Except for the first section below, the data refer to those persons not living on 
Indian reserves or Crown land settlements (administered as Indian reserves).

Size and Growth of the Non-Status Indian Population 

Table 1 lists four different Aboriginal groups in Canada and gives their total population 
size in 2006, including individuals living on reserves.5 Non-Status Indians represented the 
third largest category of the Aboriginal population in 2006. Registered Indians represented 

5 The size of the Registered Indian population is likely larger: for several census periods, a number of reserves 
have refused to participate in census-taking. As a result, the number and proportion of Registered Indians 
living on reserves are underestimated (Norris and Clatworthy 2003, 54).
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the majority of Aboriginal people, comprising slightly over half (52.1%). Métis people were 
next, at slightly less than one third (32.6%). Non-Status Indians comprised slightly more 
than one tenth of the population at 11.1 percent, and Inuit people represented 4.2 percent 
of the Canadian Aboriginal population. 

TABLE 1: Size of the Total Non-Status Indian Population Compared to Other Aboriginal 
Categories, 2006

Similar to other categories of the Aboriginal population, the Non-Status Indian 
population has experienced extremely rapid growth in recent decades.  Table 2 describes 
this in terms of absolute population growth. 

TABLE 2: Absolute and Proportionate Population Increase, Non-Status Indian Compared 
to Other Aboriginal Categories, 1996–2006

 

 
Population Size % of Total Population 

Total Aboriginal 
Population 

1,172,790  

Non-Status Indian 133,155 11.1 

Registered Indian52.1 623,780 ٭ 

Métis 389,780 32.6 

Inuit 50,485 4.2 

 Unadjusted for incompletely enumerated reserves٭

 The total for the individual population categories adds up to more than the total٭٭
Aboriginal population because some individuals identified with more than one 
category. Percentages are calculated using the total of the individual Aboriginal 
population categories. 

	  

 Absolute Increase, 
1996–2006 

Proportionate Increase,  
1996–2006 

Total Aboriginal 
Population 

373,780 47% 

Non-Status Indian 46,560 54% 

Registered Indian28 135,740 ٭% 

Métis 185,665 91% 

Inuit 10,260 26% 

 Unadjusted for incompletely enumerated reserves٭
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Between 1996 and 2006, the total Aboriginal population in Canada increased by 
373,780: a 47 percent growth rate. In comparison, the non-Aboriginal population grew 
by 8 percent during that same ten-year time period. There are typically three sources of 
demographic growth for any population living in a specific country: fertility, mortality, 
and net international migration (due to the difference of those entering the country and 
those leaving it).  The latter has had a negligible effect on the growth of Aboriginal people 
in Canada. While fertility rates are higher in the Aboriginal than in the non-Aboriginal 
population, and Aboriginal mortality rates have been declining, demographers argue 
that most of the recent Aboriginal growth rates can be explained by factors other than 
demographic sources.

Some of the growth in the total Aboriginal and the Registered Indian populations 
may be related to legislation passed in 1985, which allowed for the reinstatement of First 
Nations people who had lost their legal Indian status through a variety of processes. The 
reinstatement process itself has been stretched out over time. However, demographers 
have argued that a large part of the population increase of the last two decades comes 
from individuals who did not identify as Aboriginal in previous census years, but who 
were now choosing to do so (Guimond 2003). Researchers have documented a similar 
phenomenon in the US, identifying US ethnic politics that embraced ethnic pride and 
Indian activism (Nagel 1995) as contributing factors in that choice. Siggner (2003) has 
suggested that shifting attitudes toward Aboriginal peoples in Canada were important in 
changing patterns of self-identification during this time. In his analysis of the changing 
meaning of “Métis” in the Canadian census, Andersen (2008) argued that this process was 
related to changes in the meaning and significance of the categories themselves, rather than 
to changes in identity. 

The finding that the Non-Status Indian population increased by 54 percent (from 86,595 
to 133,155 people) between 1996 and 2006 is surprising. From a demographic perspective, 
we would expect that 1985 legislation would have the effect of reducing the size of the Non-
Status Indian population, as these individuals applied for and were granted reinstatement 
of legal Indian status. Despite this loss, the Non-Status Indian population grew. There 
has not been any analysis of the components of growth (fertility, mortality, changes in 
identity, or the meaning of the category) for the Non-Status Indian population. Analysis 
for other categories, however, suggests that changes in self-identification, or the meaning 
of the category “Non-Status Indian,” represent the main contributor to population growth. 
While we do not fully understand the processes through which this occurs, there are some 
interesting policy implications in that there is a growing population of individuals who 
do not have Registered Indian status and do not see themselves as Métis. Who represents 
these populations, politically? What are their Aboriginal rights? What will be their future 
demands, especially since section 35 of the Canadian constitution, which guarantees rights 
of the Aboriginal peoples of Canada, refers to “Indians” and does not differentiate between 
those who are registered and those who are not? 
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The uneven distribution of Non-Status Indians across the country and variations in 
rates of change mean that some regions and provinces will be more affected by the growth 
of this population than others. The distribution of Non-Status Indians follows that of the 
total Aboriginal population to some extent, but there are also variations (see Table 3). 

TABLE 3: Distribution of the Non-Status Indian Population (2006) and Growth (2001–
2006)

Most Aboriginal people and most Non-Status Indians live in the Prairie provinces, 
Ontario, Quebec, and British Columbia. Relatively few live in the Maritimes or in the 
Territories. Compared to the total Aboriginal population distribution across Canada, Non-
Status Indians are over-represented in British Columbia, Ontario, and Quebec, and under-
represented in Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba. No research has been conducted to 
explore the dynamics of identification as Métis rather than Non-Status Indian, but Non-
Status Indians tend to be under-represented in the Prairie provinces, where the Métis Nation 
and Métis identities have the longest history. Clearly any interpretation is speculative, but 
the pattern generates a question about whether Non-Status Indians are more likely to see 

  

% of Total Aboriginal 
Population in 

Province or Territory 

 

% of Total Non-Status 
Indian Population in 
Province or Territory 

 

% Increase in Non-
Status Indian 
Population,  
2001–2006 

Ontario 20.7 36.9 36.4 

British Columbia 16.7 21.7 15.3 

Alberta 16.1 11.0 16.6 

Manitoba 15.0 4.3 -9.0 

Saskatchewan 12.1 3.4 0.9 

Quebec 9.2 13.3 114.1 

Nunavut 2.1 0.0 133.3 

Nova Scotia 2.0 3.2 41.2 

Newfoundland/Labrador 1.9 2.6 -25.2 

Northwest Territory 1.8 0.5 58.3 

New Brunswick 1.4 2.1 21.5 

Prince Edward Island 1.4 1.4 74.5 

Yukon Territory 0.6 0.6 -1.2 
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themselves under the Métis (rather than the Non-Status Indian) category in the Prairie 
provinces. Or, perhaps applications for Indian status reinstatement are, for some reason, 
more likely to be successful in these provinces. 

The proportionate increase of the Non-Status Indian population also varies by province. 
We will not analyze the data for the Maritime provinces and the Territories: Aboriginal 
populations there are small and, as a result, any small increases result in large proportionate 
increases in the Non-Status Indian population. In the remaining provinces, Quebec 
(114.1%) and Ontario (36.4%) had the largest increases of Non-Status Indians between 1996 
and 2006, followed by Alberta (16.6) and British Columbia (15.3%). In contrast, Manitoba 
experienced a loss of Non-Status Indians (9.0%), while Saskatchewan’s Non-Status Indian 
population remained almost the same (0.9%). It is difficult to interpret these statistics with 
any degree of certainty, but one thing that is clear is that different regions will experience 
the implications of changing Non-Status Indian populations differently.

Socio-Economic Characteristics of Non-Status Indians Compared to the Total 
Aboriginal Population Living Off-Reserve

While we do not have a good grasp of what cultural and identity characteristics 
differentiate Non-Status Indians from Registered Indians and Métis people, it is established 
that Non-Status Indians have different legal rights, and, at least for some individuals, 
differing histories. This leads to questions about how Non-Status Indians compare to the 
total Aboriginal population living off reserves.

FIGURE 1: Aboriginal Category by Area of Residence, Canada, 2006 Census
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Non-Status Indians are the most likely of all categories of Aboriginal people to live 
in the city. In 2006, nearly 75 percent Non-Status Indians lived in cities, compared to 69 
percent of Métis, 40 percent of Registered Indians, and about 37 percent of Inuit (see Figure 
1). By comparison, 81 percent of Non-Aboriginal people resided in urban areas in Canada 
in 2006. Slightly more than one-fifth (22%) of Non-Status Indian people lived in rural non-
reserve areas, and only 3.5 percent lived on reserves. This means that the implications of 
increasing Non-Status Indian populations will be found mostly in urban areas.

Table 4 compares selected socio-economic characteristics of Non-Status and the total 
Aboriginal population living off the reserve for 2006. 

TABLE 4: Comparison of Selected Characteristics, Non-Status Indians and Total Aboriginal 
Population Off-Reserve, 2006

 Total Non-Status Indian,  
Off-Reserve 

Total Aboriginal,  
Off-Reserve 

Under 15 years old 28.3% 31.4% 

Under 25 years old 46.2% 48.4% 

Age 65 and older 4.8% 5.0% 

Lived at the same address one year ago  

77.1% 

 

77.3% 

Age 15–19, not attending school 26.6% 25.8% 

Age 20–34 with university certificate or degree  

32.7% 

 

27.6% 

Employment rate 58.0% 59.0% 

Income from employment 78.4% 77.3% 

Income from government transfer payments  

16.1% 

 

16.1% 

Other income 5.5% 6.6% 

Median income $19,051 $18,969 

Households that are lone parent 14.3% 11.5% 

Owned dwellings 54.6% 55.0% 

Dwelling requiring major repairs 14.1% 14.3% 

Sources: Siggner (2012); unpublished data from the 2006 census. 
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The data shows that these two populations have very similar characteristics. Both have 
a large proportion of their population that are under 15 years of age, and the population 
aged 65 and older is about 5 percent for both groups. More than three-quarters were living 
in the same residence as they were the previous year. Slightly more than one-quarter of the 
youth between 15 and 19 years old were not attending school. A slightly higher proportion 
of the total Aboriginal population living off-reserve (32.7%) than the Non-Status Indian 
population (27.6%) in the 20–34 age bracket had a university certificate or degree. 
Employment rates were almost identical to the total Aboriginal and Non-Status Indian 
population employed (58% and 59%, respectively). Most individuals in both categories 
obtained most of their income from employment, and a similar minority obtained their 
income from government transfer payments and other sources of income. The median 
income of the total Aboriginal population living off-reserve is only very slightly higher (a 
difference of $82) than that of the Non-Status Indian population living off- reserve. Non-
Status Indian households are slightly less likely than the total Aboriginal population to be 
led by single parents (11.5% and 14.3% respectively). About the same proportion, slightly 
more than half, own the dwelling units they are in, and about the same proportion (slightly 
over 14%) of dwelling units they live in require major repairs. 

The lack of difference in socio-economic status between the Non-Status Indian and total 
Aboriginal population is interesting. Non-Status Indians’ socio-economic characteristics 
are almost identical to the total Aboriginal population living off-reserve. What are the 
mechanisms that create these similarities, despite differences in legal standing, place of 
residence, and (arguably) cultures and histories? These are questions that need further 
research.

Socio-Economic Characteristics of Non-Status Indians Compared to Non-Aboriginal 
People Living Off-Reserve

The socio-economic differences between Non-Status Indian and the non-Aboriginal 
population are greater than differences between Non-Status Indians and the total Aboriginal 
population.

Age

The Non-Status Indians population is much younger than the non-Aboriginal 
population. In 2006, 31.4 percent of Non-Status Indians living off reserves were under 15 
years old, compared to 17.4 percent of non-Aboriginal people living off-reserve (Siggner 
2012). 

Mobility

While Non-Status Indians are more geographically mobile than the non-Aboriginal 
population, the differences between the two populations decreased over time as Non-
Status Indians became less geographically mobile (Figure 2). In 1996, just under 70 percent 
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of Non-Status Indians did not change dwellings from the previous year. By 2006, just over 
77 percent did not move dwellings.  In contrast, non-Aboriginal mobility rates stayed 
relatively stable, with 84.9 percent not moving in 1996 and 86 percent in 2006. For the Non-
Status Indian population, those changing dwellings within the same community (CSD) in 
a year declined from 19 percent in 1996 to 14 percent by 2006. A similar downward trend 
is observed for those changing and/or moving communities, where 11 percent changed 
communities within a year in 1996, while only 8 percent did so by 2006.

FIGURE 2: One-Year Mobility Status, Non-Status Indian & Non-Aboriginal Populations 
Off-Reserve, 1996, 2001, and 2006

Education

Despite a slight increase between 1996 and 2001, the percentage of Non-Status Indian 
teenagers between 15 and 19 decreased slightly between 1996 and 2006 (Figure 3). The 
pattern of an increase between 1996 and 2001, followed by a decrease in 2006, is also evident 
in the non-Aboriginal population. The census question on education changed between the 
2001 and 2006 census, so it is difficult to interpret these patterns as a trend. What is clear, 
though, is that Non-Status Indian teenagers are quite a bit more likely to be out of school 
than non-Aboriginal teenagers. 
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FIGURE 3: Percentage of Non-Status Indians and Non-Aboriginal People Aged 15–19 Out 
of School, Off-Reserve, Canada, 1996–2006*

*There was a change to the wording of the census question on education in 2006, so 
percentages between 2001 and 2006 are not strictly comparable.

The percentage of Non-Status Indians aged 20 to 35 with a university degree increased 
by 2.3 percent between 1996 and 2006 (Figure 4). At the same time, only 5.6 percent of the 
Non-Status Indian population had a university degree in 2006, compared to 22.7 percent of 
the non-Aboriginal population. The proportion of non-Aboriginal people with a university 
degree increased by 7.1 percent over this period, while the proportion of Non-Status Indians 
with a university degree increased by only 2.3 percent. 

If this trend continues, the gap between Non-Status Indians and the non-Aboriginal 
population will continue to grow. There is also the possibility that the increase in education 
levels was created by changes in self-identification on census forms. In a 2003 study, 
Siggner and Hagey found that individuals in higher socio-economic status groups were 
disproportionately represented among individuals newly identifying as Aboriginal in the 
census. If this is true for Non-Status Indians in the 1996 period, it means that some of these 
gains in education are apparent, rather than real. This is because individuals categorized as 
Non-Status Indian in 2006 who were not included in the 1996 counts already had already 
higher levels of schooling.  This still makes one ask why these changes are happening, 
although answers are not readily available. 
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FIGURE 4: Percentage of Non-Status Indians and Non-Aboriginal People Aged 20–34, 
Not Attending School, With a University Degree, Off-Reserve, Canada 1996 – 2006

Employment Characteristics

Figure 5 compares changing employment rates for Non-Status Indians and non-
Aboriginal people 15 years of age or older, living off-reserve. Employment rates refer to 
proportion of the population 15 years of age and older who were employed the week before 
the census.6 Non-Status Indian employment rates increased from 52 percent in 1996 to 
59 percent by 2006, and were almost on par with their Non-Aboriginal counterpart’s 63 
percent by 2006.7 If this gain is real rather than a result of changing group composition, then 
it suggests that differences between Non-Status Indians and non-Aboriginal populations 
decreased during this time period. Non-Aboriginal men had the highest employment rates, 
followed by Non-Status Indian men (Figure 6). Employment rates for both Non-Status Indian 

6 We use this rate rather than the unemployment rate, which is defined as the percentage of the total labour 
force that is unemployed but actively seeking employment and willing to work, because the latter excludes 
those who are sometimes called “discouraged workers”: those who are unemployed but not looking for 
work. The distribution of “discouraged workers” is likely not even across different populations, so we feel the 
employment rates provide a better snapshot of labour force participation.

7 Unfortunately, more current labour force data for the Non-Status Indian population is not available through 
the Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey, which does ask a question about Aboriginal identity but does not 
ask about Registered Indian status.
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and non-Aboriginal women were lower than Non-Status Indian and non-Aboriginal men’s, 
and Non-Status Indian women had the lowest employment rates. However, employment 
rates rose for all categories in the 1996–2006 period. In 2006, the Non-Status Indian female 
employment rate was a mere two percentage points below the female Non-Aboriginal rate, 
as compared to a six-point spread at the beginning of the period.

FIGURE 5: Employment Rates for Non-Status Indian and Non-Aboriginal Populations 
Aged 15+, Off-Reserve, 1996–2006

FIGURE 6: Employment Rates for Non-Status Indian and Non-Aboriginal Populations by 
Gender, Aged 15+, Off-Reserve, 1966–2006
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Figures 7 and 8 provide some information about particular aspects of Non-Status 
Indian labour force participation between 1996 and 2006. In terms of entrepreneurship, 
there was only a slight rise in the percentage of those Non-Status Indians aged 15 and older 
who were self-employed, rising from 6.0 to 6.4 percent over the ten-year period (Figure 7).

 
FIGURE 7: Self-Employment within Non-Status Indian and Non-Aboriginal Populations, 

Aged 15+, Off-Reserve, 1996–2006

Self-employment constituted only a small proportion (3.8%) of the total Non-Status 
Indian labour force participation in 2006. There is a common perception that self-
employment is a route to upward mobility. If this is the case (and here is not the place 
to evaluate this perception), Non-Status Indians do not have very much access to this 
route. Employment in knowledge-based industries generally represents participation in 
highly skilled and paid work. Non-Status Indians were slightly over-represented in public 
administration, and in the arts, entertainment, and recreation industries, but under-
represented in all of the other categories (Figure 8). 
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FIGURE 8: Percentage of Non-Status Indian and Non-Aboriginal Populations, Aged 15+, 
Employed in Knowledge-Based Industries, Off-Reserve, 2006

The former may partially reflect employment in urban Aboriginal organizations; the 
latter may reflect an area where Non-Status Indians can compete without needing the high 
levels of post-secondary education required in some of the other categories. However, 
this is speculation; there is little research that explores Aboriginal, let alone Non-Status 
Indian, participation in knowledge-based economies. Non-Status Indians lagged behind 
particularly in the professional/scientific/technical services sector and in educational 
services, as well as finance/insurance services. 

In data not shown, the percentage of Non-Status Indians employed who are in 
the knowledge industries grew from 22 percent in 2001 to 30 percent by 2006: a rise in 
numbers from 14,530 to 19,400. The percentage share of the Non-Aboriginal labour force 
in knowledge-based industries increased from 27 percent, in 2001, to 40 percent by 2006.  
In other words, the proportion of the population in knowledge industries increased for 
both population groups, but the increase was slightly larger among non-Aboriginal people.  

Income

In the census data from 1996, 2001, and 2006, about three-quarters of all income that the 
Non-Status Indian adult population received in the previous year was from employment, 
and these proportions are very similar to the non-Aboriginal population (Figure 9). The 
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share of income from government transfers (e.g., social assistance, employment insurance 
payments, and so on) for the Non-Status Indian population was 22 percent in 1996, but 
declined to 16 percent through 2001 and 2006. The non-Aboriginal population was 
somewhat less likely to receive transfer income: 14 percent received transfer income in 
1996, and 11 percent in 2006. Non-Aboriginal people were more likely than Non-Status 
Indians to receive “other income,” such as income from investments. 

FIGURE 9: Sources of Income for Non-Status Indian and Non-Aboriginal Populations 
Aged 15+, Off-Reserve, 1996–2006

The percentage of the Non-Status Indian population with incomes at or below the Low 
Income Cut Off (LICO)8 established by Statistics Canada declined from a high of 28 percent 
in 1996 to 25 percent by 2006 (Figure 10). In contrast, the percentage of non-Aboriginal 
population at or below the low income level remained at about 15 percent, well below the 
share of Non-Status Indian population in this income condition.

8 Measures of low-income cut-offs (LICOs) are based on census income data and national family expenditure 
patterns. They are intended to convey the income level at which a family may be in difficult circumstances 
because it has to spend a greater proportion of its income on the basics (food, shelter, and clothing) than 
the average family of similar size. Low-income cut-off points are set according to family size and degree of 
urbanization. These cut-offs are updated according to changes in the consumer price index. Although LICOs 
are often referred to as poverty lines, they have no official status as such, and Statistics Canada does not 
recommend their use for this purpose.
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FIGURE 10: Percent of Economic Family Members and Unattached Individuals At or 
Below the Low Income Cut-Off, Non-Status Indian and Non-Aboriginal Populations, Off-

Reserve, 1996–2006

A series of tables demonstrates the effect of education on income. For Non-Status 
Indians, employment income rises with level of schooling achieved.  Table 11 describes 
median income in relation to education for the total Non-Status Indian population, 
compared to the non-Aboriginal population. The incomes of both populations rise with 
education, and the gap between Non-Status Indians and non-Aboriginal people closes at 
higher levels of education to the extent that Non-Status Indians with a Master’s degree 
have a higher median income than their Non-Aboriginal counterparts. The same income-
education pattern occurs among Non-Status Indian adults in the primary working ages of 
30 to 44. After Non-Status Indians have achieved a university certificate or degree, their 
median employment incomes are better or on par with their Non-Aboriginal counterparts 
(see Figure 12). 

Among Non-Status Indian youth aged 18 to 24, we are actually observing higher median 
employment incomes than among Non-Aboriginal youth for those with high school 
completions and trades certificates.  For other levels of schooling above trades, incomes 
are either on par or slightly lower (see Figure 13). These results suggest that increased 
school retention and strategies to encourage Non-Status Indian individuals to go on to 
post-secondary education could have major benefits in terms of income levels.

	  

	  



The Non-Status Indian Population Living Off-Reserve, issue 3.3 103

FIGURE 11: Median Employment Income for the Non-Status Indian and Non-Aboriginal 
Populations Aged 15–64 by Highest Level of Schooling, Off-Reserve, 2006

FIGURE 12: Median Employment Income for the Non-Status Indian and Non-Aboriginal 
Populations Aged 30–44 by Highest Level of Schooling, Off-Reserve, 2006
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FIGURE 13: Median Employment Income for Non-Status and Non-Aboriginal Youth 
Aged 18–24 by Highest Level of Schooling, Off-Reserve, 2006

Household and Housing Conditions

The proportion of households that are headed by lone parents was not significantly 
higher in the Non-Status Indian (11.5%) than the non-Aboriginal population (10%) in 
2006 (Figure 14). On the housing front, a much higher percentage of Non-Status Indian 
(45.0%) than non-Aboriginal (30.9%) households rent rather than own their dwelling 
units (Figure 15). The dwelling units in which Non-Status Indian households live are more 
likely to need repairs than the dwelling units in which non-Aboriginal people live. Twice 
as many (12.1%) of the dwelling units owned by Non-Status Indians need repairs as those 
owned by non-Aboriginal people (6%). Of units rented by Non-Status Indians, 17 percent 
need repairs, as compared to 9.2 percent of units rented by non-Aboriginal households.  
Nearly 83 percent of dwellings owned or rented by Non-Status Indians are fifteen years or 
older in construction, compared to about 78 percent of dwellings owned or rented by non-
Aboriginal people.
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FIGURE 14: Percentage of Non-Status Indian and Non-Aboriginal Households by 
Household Type, Off-Reserve, 2006

FIGURE 15: Non-Status Indian and Non-Aboriginal Dwellings by Ownership Type, 
Repairs Needed, and Period of Construction, Off-Reserve, 2006.
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Summary and Conclusions

Despite differences in legal status and, arguably, in culture and history between Non-
Status Indians and other Aboriginal populations, there is very little to differentiate the 
socio-economic characteristics between the former and the latter. The Non-Status Indian 
population has been one of the fastest growing Aboriginal populations in Canada since 
the 1996 Census.  The Non-Status Indian population has continued to grow since 1996, 
and more quickly than basic demographic growth components (fertility and mortality) 
would suggest. Underlying this increase is likely a change in how individuals respond to 
the categories available on census forms.  Non-Status Indians are not evenly distributed 
across different provinces and growth rates vary as well, suggesting that there are different 
patterns of identification with census categories in different areas of Canada.

While the socio-economic characteristics of the Non-Status Indian and the total 
Aboriginal population are similar, there are differences between Non-Status Indians 
and non-Aboriginal people. While a proxy measure for school dropouts among Non-
Status Indian youth aged 15 to19 declined between 1996 and 2006, dropout rates are 
considerably higher for Non-Status Indians than for non-Aboriginal people. Non-Status 
Indian employment rates rose between 1996 and 2006, but they still remain considerably 
lower than those of non-Aboriginal people. There was growth in self-employment in the 
Non-Status Indian workforce, but this component of the labour force remained low, and 
was considerably lower than in the non-Aboriginal workforce. Similarly, which there was 
growth in Non-Status Indian human capital within the so-called “knowledge industries,” 
proportions remained lower than that of the non-Aboriginal population. When Non-Status 
Indian education levels increase, so do their incomes. 

From a household composition and dwelling condition perspective, the Non-Status 
Indian population has only a slightly higher share of households who are single parent 
families compared to Non-Aboriginals.  However, Non-Status Indian housing tends to be 
older than that occupied by non-Aboriginal people, is more likely to be rented, and more 
likely to need major repairs. For the most part, changes between 1996 and 2006 showed that 
there were improvements in the socio-economic condition of Non-Status Indian people. 
However, these trends need to be interpreted with caution. First, it is not clear how much 
of the improvement is related to changes in the composition of the Non-Status Indian 
population, as new populations are associated with that category over time. Second, for 
the most part, improvements in the socio-economic characteristics of the non-Aboriginal 
population outstripped those of the Non-Status Indian population, leaving questions about 
the extent to which gaps between them are closing.  
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