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Abstract
There is an underrepresentation of visible minorities in the Canadian Forces. Recruitment 
and retention have fallen short of their stated goals. Several hindrances to successful vis-
ible minority recruitment exist. First, Canadian public perceptions of the CF have become 
more positive, but the propensity to join has decreased. Visible minority communities 
in particular are not culturally inclined to join the military. A lack of accurate information 
and insufficient time to achieve critical mass in the organization are potential reasons. 
Second, the perceived shortfalls in recruitment and representation may be a result of 
lofty equitable employment goals and an unnecessarily complex recruitment process. 
Ultimately, visible minority recruitment misses the larger personnel issue that the CF is 
currently tackling – the military needs more people, minorities or not, to meet operational 
mandates.

Introduction

The Canadian Forces (CF) is facing a significant personnel challenge. As an all-volunteer 

force, it relies solely on Canadian civilians choosing the military as a profession. In recent 

years, operational fatigue over multiple deployments and the demographic reality of an 

aging overall workforce has hollowed out the organization’s operational capacity (CFDS 

2008, 15). Soldiers are leaving the service, and there are not enough young Canadians 

signing up to replace them. Recruitment shortfalls are becoming a service-wide issue. 

These shortfalls have been exacerbated by demographic changes in Canadian society. 

The military profession and the service ethos it espouses do not resonate strongly in 

post-modern Canadian society. The allure of the civilian private sector and the pursuit of 

professional education outweigh the attractiveness of a military career. 

The CF is therefore hoping to market itself more widely to meet its recruitment needs. It 

has no choice but to attract, and recruit from, any and all segments of Canadian society. 
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In particular, it must seek the integration of non-traditional groups like women and vis-

ible minorities. Visible minority recruitment is important as they are the fastest growing 

segment of the Canadian population, particularly in the preferred target recruitment age 

group of 17 to 24 (Park 2008, 22). The CF estimates that by 2011 racial minorities will 

represent 19.2 percent of the Canadian population (21.1 percent by 2016) (Winslow, 

Browne, and Febbraro 2007, 44).

Recognizing this opportunity, the CF has taken steps to target visible minorities for 

recruitment. The 2008 Canada First Defence Strategy (CFDS) explicitly states that 

“rebuilding the Forces into a first-class, modern military means recruiting the ‘best and 

the brightest’ that Canadian communities have to offer.” The objective to recruit and 

retain personnel that “reflect the face of Canada” is also stated (CFDS 2008, 16). These 

objectives echo a previous recognition to diversify representation in the military. The 2006 

CF Employment Equity Plan (EEP) listed an equal employment goal of 9 percent rep-

resentation for visible minorities (Winslow, Browne, and Febbraro 2007, 36).1  The desire 

to recruit more visible minorities into the military is thus two-fold: to tap into an expanding 

demographic and to achieve diversity goals so that the military’s personnel composition 

more closely resembles the representation in the Canadian civilian workforce. 

At present there remains an underrepresentation of visible minorities in the Canadian 

Forces. Recruitment and retention have fallen short of their stated goals. In 2006, visible 

minorities only made up approximately 2.8 per cent of CF personnel, specifically 2.1 

percent of Regular Forces and 4.2 percent of Reserves (Jung 2007, 28).2  This is clearly 

a far cry from the target rate of 9 percent. The EEP continues to fall short of its target 

numbers despite recent increases in overall recruitment. Indeed, the 2006 Report of the 

Auditor General noted that the number of visible minority recruits has been declining 

since 2002 (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 56). This begs the question: what factors 

are hindering visible minority recruitment into the Canadian Forces? 

This paper will examine visible minority recruitment from both sides of the recruitment 

relationship. First, it will examine the Canadian public’s perceptions of the Canadian 

Forces, with particular attention paid to the views of visible minority communities. 
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Second, it will explore the difficulties in recruiting visible minorities from the military 

perspective. 

Public Perceptions at Large

When Canadians are asked their opinion of the CF, the results are generally and consist-

ently very positive. Indeed, one could say that the CF has not enjoyed this level of public 

recognition and support in more than a generation. The mission in Afghanistan and other 

recent overseas contributions have significantly raised the profile of the Canadian Forces. 

However, the military was still ranked lower in a public opinion survey when contextual-

ized with other government priorities such as health care and education (Jung 2007, 29).

Of particular interest are the attitudes of young Canadians towards the CF. Regardless 

of other demographic shifts, the military’s traditional recruitment age bracket remains 

relatively the same—it wants physically fit Canadians of any race or gender between the 

ages of 17 and 24. Presently, many young Canadians are simply not interested in military 

careers. 

This lack of interest is multifaceted. On the one hand, it is symptomatic of a cultural 

decline in young Canadians’ understanding of Canadian and world history, and the 

role the Canadian military played in its development. Imagery of the Canadian Forces 

begins from post-Cold War peacekeeping and not from its participation in two world wars 

and Korea. There are fewer and fewer surviving veterans every year, and the cultural 

gap between them and the young Canadians of today has never been greater. People 

are more likely to consider a military career if they come from a military family or know 

someone in the Forces (Hamilton 2009). Indeed, this generation of Canadians are the 

first to have almost no direct links to veterans of previous wars. Grandparents may 

have stories of their experiences in the Second World War, Korea, or even Vietnam, but 

today’s parents do not have those stories (Chapnick 2006, 97). Without these memories 

and historical understanding, it is difficult for youth to develop the national pride which 

plays a large motivational role in military service enrolment (Chapnick 2006, 96). 

On the other hand, today’s young Canadians are consciously choosing not to consider 
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the CF as a career option. There remains an outdated but still widespread stereotype 

that equates military service with a lack of education (Cowan 2004, 134). On the whole, 

broader society links the concept of a profession with advanced education.3  Youth who 

want to make a difference do not see the military as the best way to do so (Chapnick 

2006, 96). Overall, those who have a range of job choices, particularly if they have 

comparable civilian careers, tend to choose an employer other than the CF (Okros 2009, 

163). A preference towards individualism and materialism has overridden values of 

community, duty and service. Indeed, as one professor pointed out, university students 

“are all for a military intervention in Darfur, as long as they’re not called upon to serve” 

(Hamilton 2009).

Perceptions from within Ethnic Groups

The lack of interest in military careers among visible minorities is similarly multifaceted. 

Major influences include a relatively low ranking of military service as a career; an 

existing negativity towards militaries in general; the importance of education, family, and 

ethnic identity; and a lack of senior ranking visible minority members in the military to 

serve as community contacts and role models. 

Minorities tend to see higher education as a means to overcome discrimination in the 

workforce. This is often also associated with upward social mobility—particularly for their 

children. As visible minorities also tend to cluster in ‘ethnic enclaves’ in large, metro-

politan centres (already a degree removed from the military’s traditional rural recruiting 

base), the immense influence communities can place on their children can reinforce 

the cultural resistance to military service (Rennie 2007, Jung 2007, 34). Research in 

Canada’s Chinese and South Asian communities has found that young people rely 

heavily on their parents and the larger community for approval. For many visible minority 

immigrants, careers in law enforcement, public service, or the military simply have not 

managed to present themselves as providing the prestige—or the pay cheque—of a 

profession such as law, medicine, or accounting (Jung 2007, 31). Moreover, ethnic com-

munities tend to be reluctant to have their children leave urban centres for remote bases 

around the country (Hamilton 2009).4 
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A 2007 sampling of ethnic communities in British Columbia revealed a number of nega-

tive responses. Chinese families do not “see careers for their children in the military.” 

A Sikh group responded that they “did not come to Canada to fight.” A South Korean 

businessman said, “I brought my sons here so they did not have to join the national draft” 

(Asian Pacific Post 2007a).5  

Cultural resistance to military service can also be due to negative experiences with 

military institutions in home countries. For immigrants from a number of African, Asian, 

or South American nations, for example, the military is not only seen as a poor career 

choice, but also carries significant negative connotations (Winslow, Browne, and Feb-

braro 2007, 36). Indeed, some immigrant groups fled to Canada from oppressive military 

regimes (Scoppio 2009, 27). One retired general wrote that “many of the minority groups 

came to Canada to escape repressive and totalitarian military-led regimes and are 

sceptical about any military organization, even one whose soldiers are the envy of the 

world” (Pablo 2006). 

According to visible minorities in the military, however, part of the negative perceptions 

about the CF is based on misunderstanding and a lack of information (Elayadathusseril 

2009). This is exacerbated by a lack of high-ranking visible minority CF members who 

can serve as points of contact and role models in communities. Since the military is 

bottom-loaded and has few avenues for lateral entry into senior positions, it will take 

many years for visible minorities to permeate throughout the organization and provide 

examples with which to recruit others. 

It is thus argued that visible minorities have not achieved ‘critical mass’ in the Canadian 

Forces (Scoppio 2009, 19). It takes time to increase diversity, particularly in the present 

environment where recruitment is difficult and long-term retention is challenging. In 

order to achieve this critical mass, there must be sufficient numbers of visible minority 

members in all areas of the organization (Scoppio 2009, 19). Recruiters believe that there 

is a lag of several generations between immigrants’ arrival in Canada and sizable posi-

tive interest in a military career (Hamilton 2009). This is made all the more considerable 

when visible minorities as a group are relatively new to Canada—arrivals have only really 
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increased substantially in the last 20 years (Jung 2007, 28). 

The Military Perspective

Part of the perceived shortfall in recruiting visible minorities may simply be that unattain-

able goals were set from the beginning. The push for greater representation came, 

rightfully, after the 1995 Employment Equity Act, but the failure of policymakers to under-

stand the differing cultural values of visible and ethnic minority groups has meant that 

the military was tasked with unrealistic expectations (Jung 2007, 28). Worse, the target 

recruitment rates were erroneously idealistic. In 1999, the CF EEP set the minimum 

representation target rate at 9 percent based on the results of a 1997 Environics public 

opinion survey that gauged visible minority populations’ interest in military service. The 

target rate was revised to 7.8 percent in 2004 after modifications to the work force analy-

sis methodology. It was changed again the year after to 8.1 percent following another 

methodology revision. 

In all cases, however, the methodology was flawed. The numbers were derived from 

survey answers using graded levels of “interest in the military” and the “propensity to 

join” (Jung 2007, 34). The target percentage was reached by combining the responses 

that answered ‘strongly interested’ with those that were ‘somewhat interested’ together 

without reconciling propensity, thus inflating the number of respondents expected to 

enrol (Jung 2007, 34). Jung argues that if the CF continues to be unable to reach these 

unreasonable targets, it will inevitably lead to further perceptions of institutional inertia 

and organizational racism. This in turn will, of course, reinforce visible minorities’ already-

cautious perceptions of careers in the military (Jung 2007, 35).

All this is not to say that the CF has only recently started to recruit outside its ‘traditional’ 

demographics. Visible minorities have had a longstanding—albeit numerically low—pres-

ence in the military. Of late, however, the traditional volunteer pool has dwindled and 

the CF has had to take a more proactive approach to achieve its operational (and EEP) 

goals.
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CF Personnel Situation

The CF’s personnel situation is in rough shape overall. There are significant staffing 

imbalances across different military occupations. The 2006 AGR listed 24 occupations 

that were overstaffed (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 52). Infantry enrolment, for 

example, is nearly 25 percent oversubscribed (Fisher 2009). The demand remains so 

high that the military has had to reduce recruitment for Regular Force infantry for the next 

year and implement incentives to encourage infantry members to transfer to trades with 

existing shortfalls, such as vehicle technicians and fire control system technicians (Fisher 

2009).6 

Simultaneously however, 26 occupations were understaffed by up to 10 percent, esti-

mated to take one to two years to recover. Another 29 occupations were understaffed by 

10 percent or more, requiring more than two years to recover (Auditor General of Canada 

2006, 52). The shortages plague all three branches—army, navy, and air force—and are 

predominantly support-related occupations such as doctors, ammunition technicians, and 

logistics officers (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 53).

Worse, the traditional recruitment base is steadily eroding. It has historically targeted 

physically-fit young white men between the ages of 17 and 24. They have generally come 

from rural areas or urban centres with a population of less than 100,000, had previous 

familial CF ties, and possessed a high school education or less (Jung 2007, 28). With 

each census, however, Canada’s population becomes more concentrated in its major 

metropolises (Hamilton 2009). 

The 2006 Report of the Auditor General explicitly highlighted the fact that DND has not 

been able to improve its recruiting of visible minorities since the problem was pointed 

out in the last recruitment process audit in 2002 (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 68).7  

Despite $1.5 million spent specifically on diversity recruiting, the results have not meas-

ured up to target benchmarks (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 68). 

The Auditor General’s Report also underscored significant difficulties in recruitment 
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procedures. It acknowledged the selective process by which applicants are accepted as 

recruits and noted that a battery of medical, physical, aptitude, drug and security tests 

are reasonable in ensuring the CF is only accepting candidates suitable for the particular 

nature of military life (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 60). However, these tests aside, 

the recruitment process can take from 90 days to more than a year. Statistics show that 

more than a quarter of applicants are lost annually during this waiting period, either 

through voluntary withdrawal of the application by the applicant or because contact was 

simply lost between the recruiting centre and the applicant (Auditor General of Canada 

2006, 58). Overall, only about one-third of the applicants every year actually become 

recruits (Auditor General of Canada 2006, 60).

The Immigrant Recruitment Experience

Recruitment procedures are only more difficult for recent immigrants. Basic enrolment 

requirements include Canadian citizenship (DND 2010). Permanent residents are only 

considered in circumstances wherein the military has need of their particular skills and 

the position has not been filled by a Canadian citizen (Elayadathusseril 2009). Worse, 

detailed security clearances are required for most military occupations (Scoppio 2009, 

27). Immigrants often maintain close family ties with their countries of origin, raising 

security implications and delays—particularly if they are from non-traditional or non-allied 

source countries—in the screening process.

There are still attitudinal barriers to the presence of visible minorities in the CF. The 

military itself is not necessarily the most inviting nor accepting of organizations in terms of 

diversity and change. The hierarchical authoritarian nature of certain military trades—land 

forces in general and combat arms in particular—makes minority integration difficult 

to achieve (Winslow, Browne, and Febbraro 2007, 43). The established relationship 

between authoritarianism and ethnocentrism, the tendency to divide people into ‘us good’ 

and ‘them bad,’ means that certain trades have a relatively low tolerance for diversity 

(Winslow, Browne, and Febbraro 2007, 37). This authoritarianism is necessarily embod-

ied in the military readiness to submit to a higher authority, particularly in combat arms 

but is generally present in the organization as a whole (Winslow, Browne, and Febbraro 

2007, 43). Militaries require a degree of hierarchy, obedience and social differentiation 
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dynamics to be operationally effective.8  At the same time, however, they must also reflect 

the values of the larger society whom they are supposed to serve. 

The military organization thus faces an impossible dilemma. On the one hand, diversity 

has been and will continue to be celebrated in Canadian society. Military and political 

leadership have undertaken a number of initiatives to promote diversity and make the 

organization more convergent with civilian society. On the other, a certain level of dis-

criminatory differentiation must remain for the purposes of military training. The inherent 

need for particular levels of authoritarianism and aggressiveness for combat purposes 

makes it difficult for diversity and equity to be universally accepted across military sectors 

(Winslow, Browne, and Febbraro 2007, 43).

This is not to say the CF is not trying. The military has been actively advertising for 

recruitment (Chapnick 2006, 96). There is no shortage of television and bus stop adver-

tisements, as well as recruitment drives at post-secondary institutions. The advertise-

ments have also changed from espousing the idea that military service was the same 

kind of career as banking or business—complete with images of a young uniformed 

officer with a briefcase—to illustrating the realities and contributions of serving (Walters 

2009). The grainy, combat-style television ads encourage potential recruits to “Fight with 

the Canadian Forces” and include images of soldiers providing humanitarian aid, search 

and rescue, and naval interdiction operations. These images promote the idea that 

recruits are joining to “Fight Fear, Fight Chaos, Fight Distress.”

The military has seen some success with a community-based approach to recruiting 

ethnic minorities. In attempts to recruit South Asians, for example, recruiters began by 

forging relationships with community educators and leaders to first passively heighten 

the military’s profile and spread awareness of the available opportunities (Fowlie 2006). 

Likewise, the Canadian Forces recruiting website has a section dedicated to visible min-

orities in the CF. It explicitly pays homage to Black, Chinese, and Japanese Canadians 

as having “paved the way for Canadians of ALL origins to proudly take their rightful place 

in the Canadian Forces.”9 
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Lastly, the meritocratic foundation of the military should also not be forgotten. The rigours 

inherent to military life are not for everyone. Suitability is determined first on the basis of 

factors of military necessity; colour of skin, gender, or ethnic background come secondary 

to those factors. Indeed, there is every possibility that potential recruits from ‘traditional’ 

recruiting areas can be found unsuitable for military service, just as visible minority 

recruits can possess the necessary attributes. The underlying question is whether a 

person with such attributes is interested in a military career. Given the aforementioned 

recruitment shortages, that the person is also a visible minority should be considered a 

bonus rather than a distinct priority.

Conclusion

There is no doubt a distinct political priority to better minority representation in the CF. To 

garner greater popular acceptance the CF rank and file should rightly reflect the ethnic 

diversity of the population from which it draws its strength. Popular support is critical if 

the military is to remain viable and survive fiscally. The more the average voter perceives 

the CF as an ethnocentric organization of violent white men, the less likely they are to 

support its deployments or future budgetary increases. Until representation reaches more 

socially-reflective levels, visible minority recruitment will remain an explicit priority.

While this prioritization is a worthy endeavour, policymakers must be cautious not to 

render those efforts counter-productive. It has been argued that the selection of visible 

minorities for employment based more on colour than their actual credentials effectively 

erodes and undervalues their actual achievements. The message from visible minorities 

and critics alike is to “recognize our credentials, not our colour” (Asian Pacific Post 

2007b). A sensible, meritocratic approach to visible minority recruitment is recommended 

over proactive affirmative action-type strategies that artificially boost representation. 

Moreover, policymakers must not miss the larger picture. Minority representation does 

not exist in a vacuum. It is merely one of many priorities the CF is currently juggling, and 

it pales in comparison to more pressing issues. The reality today is that the military is 

simply not getting enough recruits overall. That visible minorities are underrepresented 

is symptomatic of the larger personnel malady. In fact, the 2006 AGR does not list visible 
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minorities explicitly in its List of Recommendations. It notes broadly that the CF needs 

to “ensure that it has a sufficient number of applicants from which to draw suitable 

candidates” (Auditor General 2006, 71). The CF’s personnel priority is to recruit and 

retain sufficient numbers of trained, deployable, retainable personnel to meet present and 

future operational needs. Understanding the visible minority recruiting obstacles and how 

the military can alleviate some of those concerns will help further recruitment reforms 

to attract all segments of the Canadian population. After all, better pay and benefits are 

equally appealing to potential recruits from any ethnic or cultural background.

Ultimately, it is a matter of choice to the individual. Canadians voluntarily join the Can-

adian Forces, and there are not enough such-minded Canadians today. In part this can 

be attributed to an increasingly individualist youth culture and the prevalent neo-liberal 

political environment that places less value on public service and the military. It can also 

be attributed to the plethora of cultures and perspectives of the military that come with a 

vibrant immigrant population. Recruitment strategies must look for ways to mitigate these 

obstacles. Indeed, visible minorities will also absorb some neo-liberal social influence, 

meaning narrowly-targeted minority recruitment strategies will still be stifled. Strategies 

that appeal to visible minorities and to the disinterested public at large will have a greater 

net benefit. Additional visible minority recruits will contribute to solving the personnel 

shortage, but it will not solve it entirely. The bottom line is the Canadian Forces needs 

more Canadians to choose to don a uniform, visible minority or not.

1 It also listed target percentages for women and Aboriginal peoples (Jung 2007, 34).
2 There is conflicting data here. In 2001, Census data indicated that visible minorities made up 
2.6% of the Canadian Forces while being 13.4% of the overall population (Winslow 2007, 35). 
Park (2008) uses 2002 Statistics Canada numbers and totals minority representation at 6.4% 
and 17% of the civilian working population. It is highly unlikely that a recruiting campaign would 
be this successful so quickly. Jung is using 2006 numbers and lists visible minorities as 12.6% of 
the total workforce, which seems more reasonable. Park seems to include immigrant groups and 
visible minorities together, which may have skewed the numbers. In either case, it is safe to say 
that the percentage of visible minorities in the military is still lower than its counterpart in the civilian 
workforce.
3 Ironically, in 2002, more than 50% of Regular Force members and nearly 70% of the Reserves 
had completed some post-secondary degree or diploma (Park 2008, 18).
4 Interestingly, anti-military and peace activist groups criticize the Canadian Forces’ approach in 
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specifically targeting immigrants – particularly the consideration for relaxing citizenship require-
ments for enrolment – as an exploitation of low job prospects in those demographics. Critics see 
the increased focus on immigrant recruitment is nothing more than an “economic draft” (Pablo 
2006).
5 These negative perceptions stand in stark contrast to perceptions of the military in lower socio-
economic classes, particularly in Atlantic Canada. Christian Leuprecht, a professor at Royal Military 
College, notes that “in those areas, the military is an attractive employer and, interestingly, an 
institution for social mobility within a society. [emphasis added] (Hamilton 2009)”
6 Interestingly, there remains a desire to go back to Afghanistan one more time before Canada’s 
combat mission is expected to end in 2011. Enthusiasm to deploy has been unusually high in the 
last two infantry units scheduled to serve in Afghanistan (Fisher 2009).
7 The 2006 Report levelled similar criticism to DND’s inability to recruit women and Aboriginals as 
well.
8 Charles Moskos argues that the military as an organization is at once trying to differentiate 
itself from civilian society and attempt to be convergent with civilian structures. This double-sided 
phenomenon is what Moskos calls the “plural” or segmented military. In such an organization, 
there is no “homogeneous military” that lies somewhere between civilian and military poles, but 
rather an internally-segmented military wherein certain areas (trades) are more convergent or more 
divergent. In the Canadian Forces, the (military and political) leadership desire convergence with 
Canadian society while resistance (divergence) is particularly strong from arguably the most diver-
gent sector of any military – the combat arms. Indeed, Moskos posits that labour-intensive support 
units and combat forces are the sectors that most stress “customary modes of military organization. 
(Winslow et. al. 2007, 32-33)”
9 http://www.forces.ca/html/visibleminoritiesinthecf_en.aspx [accessed 24 Jan 2010]
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