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Understanding the
Indigenous Experience
At Work
A long history1 of colonialism, genocide, and racism has led to inequities
in many facets of life for Indigenous Peoples2 living on the land now called
Canada. In the workplace, Indigenous Peoples are underrepresented, suffer
a wage gap, and often experience isolation because of a lack of Indigenous
role models at senior levels.3 Additionally, they are regularly surrounded by
managers, colleagues, and senior executives who do not truly understand their
history and cultures or the burdens they carry.4
This Catalyst survey shows Indigenous Peoples also pay an emotional
tax at work and experience low levels of psychological safety. Our study
findings point to actions managers and team members can take to build the
understanding, relationships, and work environments that will help Indigenous
Peoples belong, contribute, and thrive in the workplace.5

CATALYST
RESEARCH FINDS
MANY INDIGENOUS
PEOPLES IN
CANADA PAY AN
EMOTIONAL TAX AND
EXPERIENCE LOW
PSYCHOLOGICAL
SAFETY AT WORK.
OUR RESEARCH
IDENTIFIES
EMPOWERMENT,
ACCOUNTABILITY,
AND HUMILITY AS
WAYS MANAGERS
CAN MAKE A
DIFFERENCE.

WHO ARE THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES OF CANADA?
Indigenous Peoples comprise 4.9% of the total Canadian population,
and include three groups:6
•

First Nations: A diverse group of Indigenous Peoples who are
not Inuit or Métis and who live in cities, towns, and First Nations
communities across Canada.7

•

Inuit: Indigenous People who traditionally have lived in Inuit
Nunangat, which is composed of the land, water, and ice in
the Arctic region, including the Inuvialuit Settlement Region
(in the Northern Yukon and the Northwestern parts of Northwest
Territories), Nunavut, Nunavik (in Northern Québec), and
Nunatsiavut (in Northern Labrador).8

•

Métis: People descended from Indigenous and European
ancestors who self-identify with the distinct Métis culture
and ancestry and are accepted by the Métis Nation.9
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SURVEY SAMPLE
WE SURVEYED 86 INDIGENOUS PEOPLE WORKING IN CANADA.

JOB LEVEL

5%

17%
Non-Management/Individual Contributor

21%
First-Level Manager

26%

23%
Middle Manager

14%
Senior Executive

25%
CEO/C-suite

69%

COMPANY TYPE
FIRST NATIONS
MÉTIS
38%

INUIT

14%

43 WOMEN
42 MEN

34%

13%

For-Profit/Professional Services

*ONE PERSON IDENTIFIED
AS ANOTHER GENDER

Non-profit/Education/Government
Family Business
Self-Employed

MEAN AGE

TOP INDUSTRIES

37
20
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66

Commercial Banking: 14%

Healthcare: 7%

Construction: 9%

Information Services/IT: 6%

Automotive: 9%

Law: 6%

Financial Services: 8%
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Emotional Tax
Emotional tax is the combination of being on guard to protect against bias
because of race, ethnicity, and gender and experiencing the associated effects
on well-being and ability to thrive at work.10
More than half of survey respondents (52%) said that they are regularly on
guard to experiences of bias, a hallmark of emotional tax.11 Being on guard to
bias includes feeling the need to prepare for possible insults or avoid certain
situations where they anticipate bias may occur. Indigenous women (67%)
reported this experience much more commonly than Indigenous men (38%),12
reflecting the disproportionate discrimination and violence they experience
compared to other groups.13
Previous Catalyst research conducted in Canada has shown that experiences
of emotional tax may be diminished when leaders create an empowering work
environment where employees of colour have the autonomy, resources, and
support they need to succeed.14 We found that empowerment was positively
related to employee feelings of being valued for their uniqueness, which in turn
predicted being less on guard and increased intent to stay at their current job.15
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SIX OUT OF 10 INDIGENOUS
PEOPLE SURVEYED DO NOT FEEL
PSYCHOLOGICALLY SAFE AT WORK
NO GENDER DIFFERENCE
WAS IDENTIFIED IN
PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY AT WORK
63%

60%

39%
61%

WOMEN

MEN

NOT PSYCHOLOGICALLY SAFE
PSYCHOLOGICALLY SAFE

Psychological Safety
Psychological safety—when employees feel they can make mistakes and take
risks without being penalized—is an important characteristic of an inclusive
and constructive workplace.16 Yet 61% of Indigenous Peoples we surveyed
indicated that they do not or seldom feel psychologically safe at work.17 There
was no significant difference between women and men.18
This alarming finding illuminates one way that teams and managers are missing
out on the value Indigenous employees bring to the workplace. Indeed, high
psychological safety is associated with many positive outcomes, both for
Indigenous employees and their companies.
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HIGHER PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY PREDICTS POSITIVE WORKPLACE OUTCOMES

91%

88%

76%
61%

37%

33%
18%

BELONGINGNESS25

61%

35%

16%

UNIQUENESS26

SPEAKING UP27

LOW PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

TASK FOCUS28

CREATIVITY29

HIGH PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

Compared with Indigenous employees with low levels of psychological safety,
we found that those who experience high psychological safety are:19
•

Almost five times as likely to have a sense of belonging.20

•

Over five times more likely to experience being valued for their
uniqueness.21

•

Nearly twice as likely to speak up22 when something is not right.

•

Twice as likely to report task focus23—the mental ability to home in on
objectives.

•

Nearly twice as likely to report being able to exhibit creativity.24

Research supports how vital these factors are. For example:
•

Belongingness is part of what it means to be included30 and is
linked to greater intention to stay at one’s job31 and heightened team
citizenship behaviours (e.g., pitching in when coworkers are in need).32

•

Uniqueness is one of the indicators of an inclusive environment and
strongly predicts a team’s ability to solve problems, among other
outcomes.33

When companies and leaders fail to nurture workplaces and relationships that
promote the psychological safety of Indigenous employees, they risk limiting the
potential that their companies and Indigenous employees are able to achieve.
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Take Action With
Inclusive Leadership
Demonstrating inclusive leadership—and building the respectful relationships
that can drive true inclusion—predict increased psychological safety34 and
decreased emotional tax.35 In this study, we also found that when leaders create
an empowering workplace, show accountability, and demonstrate humility,
Indigenous employees feel more psychologically safe.36
Managers: Practice these behaviours to develop teams where Indigenous
employees are truly recognized, valued, and challenged with meaningful work.

EMPOWERMENT IS
NOT WHAT YOU
THINK IT IS
Many people think of
“empowerment” as an action
or benefit a manager “gives”
teams or direct reports.
This misunderstanding
of empowerment can be
disempowering because it
implies that empowerment is at
the whim of the manager, who
gives and takes away power.
Catalyst’s research finds
that empowerment is best
explained as a characteristic
of a workplace.37 Managers
and teammates take actions
to help create an empowering
environment. When we do
this, we create the conditions
for people to be empowered
through their own actions.
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•

•

Make sure all team members
have what they need to
succeed and flourish at work
and that they can bring their full
selves to work by expressing
and sharing their culture.
Model your own learning,
vulnerabilities, and challenges
related to tackling inequities
and moving out of your
comfort zone.

•

Gather and enact suggestions
for creating a more inclusive
workplace.

•

Move toward a more collective
mindset where the team’s
health and success are
everyone’s top priority—and
giving back to the community
is expected.

•

HUMILITY

ACCOUNTABILITY

EMPOWERMENT

•

Hold all team members
responsible for their
behaviour, development, and
work processes.

•

Challenge yourself to learn
more about the historical
and current experiences of
Indigenous Peoples in Canada.

•

Openly discuss how to
demonstrate that a wide variety
of perspectives, identities, and
cultures are valued.

•

•

Set explicit goals for learning,
collaboration, and potentially
uncomfortable dialogues about
colonialism, racism, sexism, and
other difficult topics.

Practice humble listening by
setting aside preconceived
notions of how the world
works, and truly hear what
another person’s experience
of the world is like.

•

Explore Indigenous values.
One such example, of many,
is the Anishinaabe People’s
Seven Teachings of love,
respect, courage, honesty,
humility, wisdom, and truth,
which are shared by many
Indigenous Peoples across
the land.38

•

Learn from and with
team members through
conversation—sharing
perspectives and
challenging one another,
not trying to “win.”

•

Be willing to admit your
own mistakes; find grace for
coworkers to make mistakes
and take risks without being
penalized.

•

Ask team members and leaders
how they interrupt biased
behaviours and processes.

•

Incorporate accountability to
the community, environment,
and future generations into
all decisions.

Foster opportunities for
building respectful, genuine,
and trusting relationships
among all team members.
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