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INTRODUCTION

S
ince the mid-1980s, immigrants have accounted for over half of 

Vancouver’s job growth. The increased economic participation of im-

migrants, however, has not corresponded with an overall expansion 

of job opportunities, or improved levels of economic well-being for this size-

able portion of Vancouver’s population.1 In comparison to the 1970s, immi-

grants today face more diffi culty fi nding well-paid work; experience higher 

levels of unemployment and poverty; tend to work in low-wage and insecure 

jobs in food services, hospitality and retail sectors; and are more likely to take 

on multiple jobs to meet the rising cost of living standards.2 The earnings gap 

is particularly signifi cant for individuals employed on the bottom rungs of the 

wage spectrum. According to a 2008 Statistics Canada report, immigrants are 

1.8 times more likely than native-born Canadians to earn less than $10 per 

hour.3 

Why do immigrants experience chronic low-pay? How does the inability to 

fi nd higher-paying jobs affect the ability of immigrant parents to raise their 

children? How does repeated disappointment in the labour market affect im-

migrants’ self-esteem and sense of belonging and membership in Canada? 

What strategies and solutions can overcome persistent inequality in the labour 

market for socially and economically disadvantaged immigrants?

This report draws on a series of community-led focus groups conducted 

in the summer of 2010. Focus groups refl ected the format of “neighbourhood 

1  Daniel Hiebert, The Economic Integration of Immigrants in Metro Vancouver. Metropolis BC Working Paper. 
No. 09-08 (September 2009), accessed 20 June 2011, http://www.amssa.org/arc/pdfs/188.pdf.

2  Daniel Hiebert and Ravi Pendakur, Who’s Cooking? The Changing Ethnic Division of Labour in Canada, 1971-
1996, Metropolis BC Working Paper No. 03-09 (March 2003), 20, accessed 17 June 2011, http://www.
amssa.org/arc/pdfs/98.pdf.

3  The 2008 Canadian Immigrant Labour Market: Analysis of Quality of Employment http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
pub/71-606-x/2009001/part-partie1-eng.htm (accessed July 31, 2010).
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cafés,” in which community members discussed the costs and consequences of 

low-paid work for immigrants and their families living in the Greater Vancouver 

Area. The goals of the neighbourhood cafés were threefold: 1) to share key 

research fi ndings about the links between immigrants and low-paid work in 

an accessible manner, 2) to identify key concerns regarding immigration and 

low-paid work with community members who are directly affected by these 

issues, and 3) to develop creative solutions to issues that emerged from the 

focus groups. 

The neighbourhood cafés brought together 44 individuals from ten different 

countries of origin that have lived in Canada for periods of time that ranged 

from fi ve months to 35 years at the time of the study. Despite differences 

regarding national origins and length of tenure in Canada, many participants 

described similar experiences when it came to the Canadian labour market: 

they had become “stuck” in low-paying jobs — such as cashiering, house-

keeping, janitorial work, and dishwashing — or were currently unemployed. 

Participants highlighted several key barriers to fi nding higher-paid work, such 

as the non-recognition of foreign credentials, the lack of “Canadian experi-

ence,” and limited English skills. Yet, perhaps more signifi cant was the discon-

nect between Canada’s immigration policy, which favors skilled and educated 

applicants, and restrictive labour market policies and practices that relegate 

many immigrants to “survival employment”—that is, jobs that support basic 

livelihood needs for oneself and one’s family rather than jobs that utilize one’s 

educational and skill level.4 

The inability to fi nd satisfactory work has not only resulted in fi nancial 

strain and economic hardship for many immigrants, but it has also contributed 

4  Gillian Creese and Brandy Wiebe, ’Survival Employment’: Gender and Deskilling among African Immigrants 
in Canada. International Migration (2009), no. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-2435.2009.00531.x
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to a generalized state of frustration and disappointment. Many participants 

emphasized social and emotional costs of being relegated to the bottom of 

Canada’s labour force, including heightened feelings of isolation and margin-

alization, as well as feelings of frustration associated with being unable to pro-

vide for one’s children and the inability to speak out against employer abuse 

and discrimination.

Many of the issues raised in this report are well known to both researchers 

and the general public. Yet, the chronic nature of these issues reveals that 

more action, rather than more research, is required to begin addressing the 

problems and fi nding effective solutions. The urgency of resolving labour 

market barriers for immigrants is particularly urgent given the continued pref-

erence in Canadian immigration policy for skilled and educated immigrants. 

Our focus groups illustrate the enormous challenges that immigrants face in 

the labour market, not only upon arrival but long after living in Canada, and 

the urgent need to develop immediate and coordinated actions to improve ac-

cess to more stable and higher-paying jobs. 

METHODOLOGY

The project utilized a participatory action research approach. Seven im-

migrant women were invited to participate as peer facilitators, including four 

women from Frog Hollow’s Community Connections project and four women 

who were members of the Hospital Employees’ Union’s Living Wage Campaign 

committee.5 Peer facilitators attended a pre-café training workshop and a 

post-café evaluation workshop. Peer facilitators were asked to utilize their so-

cial networks to recruit participants who were interested in attending a café-

style focus group about their experiences with low-paid work, its effects on 

5  One HEU member dropped out of the project after attending the training due to personal reasons.
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work and family life, and strategies to cope with the diffi culties of earning 

low wages. Since a snowball method was used for recruitment, the sample 

is not representative of the immigrant population in Vancouver. Rather, it in-

cludes participants with pre-existing interest in the issue of low-paid work and 

immigrants.

Focus groups were conducted in three languages—English, Spanish, 

and Cantonese—and took place at the following locations: Mount Pleasant 

Neighbourhood House, Thunderbird Community Center, Progressive 

Intercultural Community Services (PICS), and Mable Elmore’s Community 

Offi ce. Focus groups began with a brief introduction of the project goals and 

the distribution of research participation consent forms. Focus groups par-

ticipants received a “café menu,” which outlined the questions that would be 

asked during the focus group. They also received a summary of key academic 

research fi ndings on the links between immigration and low-paid work in the 

format of a two-page informational brochure (see Appendix 1). The majority 

of questions focused on individuals’ experiences in the labour market, the ef-

fects of low-paid work on family and quality of life, and coping strategies. In 

addition to the focus group, participants were asked to fi ll out a brief survey. 

The conversations from the focus group were digitally recorded, translated, 

and transcribed. All participants received a small gift as a token of apprecia-

tion and were also reimbursed for bus transportation expenses. 

The project was guided by a collaboration between Jennifer Chun, a UBC 

Sociologist; Priti Shah, an independent consultant who has worked in several 

different immigrant serving organizations and who provided essential support 

for the focus groups and facilitator trainings; and Marcy Cohen, the former 

Research Director at the Hospital Employees’ Union and board member at 

the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives. The community advisory group 
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consisted of Eva Aboud from Frog Hollow Neighbourhood House, Blanca 

Salvatierra from Mount Pleasant Neighbourhood House, and Sherman Chan 

from MOSAIC BC. Several undergraduate and graduate students provided es-

sential project assistance including Amanda Cheong, Erin Roberts, Dora Ng, 

Fang Xu, Geraldina Polanco, and Sara Koopman. The BC Metropolis Research 

Dissemination grant provided substantial funding for the project.

OVERVIEW OF PARTICIPANTS

A total of 44 people from ten different countries of origin participated in the 

focus groups. The majority of participants were from the Philippines (16) and 

China (11). Other participants were from Mexico and various Latin American 

countries (7), India (4), and Mongolia (2) (see Figure 1). The average age 

of participants was 42.4 years, with the oldest being 60 years old, and the 

youngest being 14 years old. The majority of participants (67%) had a two-

year college degree or higher (see Table 1). Participants had lived in Canada 

for diverse lengths of time, ranging from fi ve months to several decades (see 

Figure 2). Of those participants who were employed (49%), average hourly 

wages ranged from $8 to $13. The following is a more detailed description of 

the participants who attended each café. 

FIGURE 1: COUNTRY OF ORIGIN

0 5 10 15 20

Guyana (1)
Mexico (1)
Bolivia (1)

Chile (1)
Colombia (1)
Uruguay (2)

Mongolia (2)
India (4)

China (11)
Philippines (16)

Number of people
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TABLE 1. EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS

Junior high/Middle school 8%   (4)
Senior high school 20%   (9)
Two year college 16%   (7)
Four year university 39% (17)
Master’s/Postgraduate degree 11%   (5)
No response 6%   (3)

FIGURE 2. YEAR OF IMMIGRATION TO CANADA

Thunderbird Café 

The focus group participants were all mothers who had immigrated to 

Canada from China and primarily spoke Cantonese. Peer facilitators described 

the recruitment process as relatively easy, since they encountered many im-

migrant mothers in various community-based childcare programs who spoke 

openly about the diffi culties fi nding higher-paid employment. The average 

age of the participants was 37 years old, with the youngest participant being 

31 years old, and the oldest 46 years old. Participants lived in Canada for an 

average of 11 years. None of the participants had lived in other countries prior 

to their immigration to Canada, and none of the participants were employed at 

the time the dialogue took place. The average wage earned by the participants 

during their last job was $10.33 per hour, with their hourly wage ranging from 
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$7.15 per hour to $17 per hour. Almost all participants stated that the reason 

they immigrated to Canada was to reunite with family, with one participant 

citing the desire to provide a better life for her children as the reason she 

immigrated. 

Mount Pleasant Neighbourhood House Café

The eight participants of the Spanish-language focus group hailed from 

Bolivia, Chile, Colombia (3), Mexico, and Uruguay (2) The average age of the 

participants was 48 years old, with the youngest participant being 35 years 

old, and the oldest 60 years old. The participants were generally very highly 

educated, with fi ve possessing university degrees and two holding college 

diplomas. In their fi rst jobs in Canada, participants earned an average of 

$10.65 an hour, with a range of $7.50 to $21.87 an hour. Six out of the eight 

participants were employed at the time of the focus group. Among the six par-

ticipants who disclosed their annual incomes, fi gures ranged between under 

$15,000 to over $100,000 a year. Participants most commonly cited employ-

ment opportunities and providing a better life for their children as their moti-

vations for immigration, with some immigrating for educational opportunities 

and the desire to escape political uncertainty in their home countries.

Progressive Intercultural Services (PICS) Café

A total of 16 participants attended the focus group. Of the participants, 

eight individuals immigrated to Canada from the Philippines, four from India, 

one from Guyana and one from the Fiji Islands. Two participants were born 

in Canada. Those who immigrated had lived in Canada for an average of 14.6 

years. The average age of the participants was 42 years old, with the youngest 

participant being 16 years old and the oldest 58 years old. Six participants 
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possessed university degrees, and three participants attended college before 

moving to Canada. The average wage earned by participants in their fi rst jobs 

was $7.56 an hour, with a low of $2 an hour and a high of $11.50 an hour. 

Fourteen of the 16 participants were working at the time of the café. The av-

erage wage of those currently employed was $11.66. This included the wage 

of a student currently working at McDonalds for $6.75 per hour. Nine of the 

twelve respondents who disclosed their yearly incomes earned under $30,000 

annually. The major reasons cited for immigration were to provide a better life 

for their children, to seek job opportunities, and to reunite with family.

Mabel Elmore Community Offi ce

The café was attended by nine participants who moved to Canada from 

China (1), Mongolia (2), and the Philippines (6). The average age of the par-

ticipants was 45 years old, with the youngest participant being 38 years old 

and the oldest 56 years old. Participants were all university-educated, with 

four possessing graduate degrees. The participants had lived in Canada an 

average number of 3.2 years. Four participants were currently working while 

fi ve were not. Wages earned in their fi rst jobs in Canada ranged from between 

$7 to $11.50 an hour, with an average of $9.28 an hour. Participants most 

commonly cited providing a better life for children as their motivation for im-

migration, with a few immigrating to fi nd a better job and better educational 

opportunities, or to escape political uncertainty in their home country.

BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT AFTER MIGRATING TO CANADA

The discussions that took place during the neighbourhood cafés elucidated 

a sharp disjuncture between participants’ expectations of new opportunities in 

Canada and the actual circumstances they face upon arrival. Participants were 
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most commonly drawn to Canada in order to (1) provide a better life for their 

children, (2) reunite with family members, and (3) seek better employment 

opportunities than what was available in their home countries (see Chart 1). 

Although many of the café participants immigrated to Canada with high expec-

tations, many have been frustrated by the lack of economic opportunities they 

have had access to as immigrants. One participant in the Cantonese-speaking 

focus group described the dilemma that she and many other immigrants face 

in Canada as a result of the gap between perception and reality:

 “At fi rst what is our reason for immigrating? It’s to fi nd a good life, right? 

Otherwise, why wouldn’t we stay in our home country? But [once we move 

to Canada] because of low income …and the high cost of our living ex-

penses…it is diffi cult. We are unable to invest a lot for our children’s educa-

tion, which leads them to not be able to keep up with the mainstream soci-

ety’s standards, which makes their quality of life low. But what solutions are 

there? We can’t provide a good life and a good education for them.” 

Participants cited several factors to explain why immigrants faced dif-

fi culties in the labour market. The following sections elaborate on the most 

commonly cited reasons discussed during focus groups: 1) English-language 

skills, 2) Non-recognition of international credentials, 3) Lack of Canadian 

experience, and 4) Limits of existing programs and resources. Many of these 

issues are frequently raised in the academic and policy literature on immigra-

tion and low-paid work. However, what was striking about the focus group 

discussions was the chronic nature of these problems for many of the par-

ticipants, whether he or she was a recent arrival, or had lived in Canada for 

fi fteen years. 
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CHART 1. MOTIVES FOR IMMIGRATING TO CANADA

Job/Employment opportunities 20%   (9)
Provide better life for children 32% (14)
Family reunifi cation 34% (15)
Improve quality of living 2%   (1)
Educational opportunities 4%   (2)
No response 3%   (7)

English-language skills

The lack of English-language skills is often one of the fi rst barriers that par-

ticipants mention when asked about their diffi culties fi nding a job in Canada. 

Individuals with diffi culties communicating in English face severely limited job 

options, unable to secure the most entry-level jobs in service and manufac-

turing. This sentiment was emphasized by the Cantonese-speaking partici-

pants who believed that their lack of basic English-language skills confi ned 

them to jobs in ethnic-owned and -frequented businesses in the Chinese-

Canadian community. Participants viewed these jobs as highly competitive 

and often more exploitative explaining that employers used the participants’ 

lack of English skills as a way to justify long working hours, failure to pay over-

time compensation, and minimum wages. 

Several participants highlighted the link that employers drew between 

“probation” and lack of English-language skills. Judy immigrated to Vancouver 

from China eight years ago, and—like many newcomers—she relied on other 

Chinese immigrants to help her fi nd a job. After multiple failed attempts, she 

secured a job at a small grocery store on the condition that she begin as a 

“volunteer cashier” and forego paid employment for an entire month. May 

Lei, who also immigrated from China in the early 2000s, commented that she 

was consistently told that with no experience the starting wage was $6 per 

hour with a three-month minimum probation period. Upon hearing the term 
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“probation,” another participant emphasized that some employers used “pro-

bation” as a way to extract free labour from immigrants. 

Spanish-speaking immigrants also identifi ed English-language barriers as 

a source of economic disadvantage. Rocio worked as a fi nance controller be-

fore emigrating from Bolivia twelve years ago. To obtain comparable employ-

ment in Vancouver, Rocio needed to demonstrate competency in Grade 12 

English. Since he could not afford to take two years off to upgrade his English-

language skills through a local certifi cation program, he chose instead to work 

in various low-paid jobs that allowed him to contribute to his family’s basic 

economic expenses. Unable to fi nd the time or money to improve his English-

language skills after immigrating to Canada, Rocio says he has given up hope 

of ever being able to work in the fi eld in which he was educated.

While participants often accepted that the inability to speak English was a 

legitimate reason for experiencing diffi culty in the Canadian job market, some 

participants also expressed frustration over the subjective measures used to 

assess one’s language competency. Leona, a participant from Mexico, had im-

migrated to Canada with the expectation that she would be able to resume her 

practice in physiotherapy. After being told multiple times that she needed to 

upgrade her English, she came to the realization that her native Mexican ac-

cent, rather than her actual English-language ability, would always be a source 

of disadvantage:

“I tried to work as a physiotherapist here, but they kept insisting on lots of 

studies . . . I had to have very good English. And one has to be realistic and 

understand that one’s English, it does not matter how much one studies (at 

least in my case) is never going to be how they want it to be.” 

Another participant in the Spanish-speaking focus group expressed that it 

would be futile to try to adopt a convincingly Canadian-sounding grasp on 
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English: “I think that we will never be able to change our accent, not like our 

children who have absolutely perfect English, right?” 

Participants’ experiences with language discrimination support research 

fi ndings from a study conducted by Gillian Creese and Edith Ngene Kambere 

(2003) who found that employers discriminate against language accents, 

rather than actual language ability, when hiring African women immigrants.6 

Many of the African women immigrants in Creese and Kambere’s study were 

successful in obtaining a job interview based on their résumés and their high 

educational and skill levels. However, when they showed up to face-to-face 

job interviews, employers often re-assessed their employment competency 

after hearing the “colour of their English”—that is, their non-European English-

language accents.

Non-recognition of international credentials 

Non-recognition of international credentials was also a commonly cited 

barrier to fi nding employment. Though Canada’s Points System attracts im-

migrants with high levels of education, non-Canadian degrees are often not 

recognized once they enter the country.7 Paul, a Filipino immigrant who has 

been unable to fi nd employment as a civil engineer, put it succinctly when he 

stated:

“Your educational background is not acknowledged here in this country. 

If you’re a professional in your old country, when you come here it will be 

scratched. You have to start [over] or you have to study. But, you can’t 

study unless you have enough money to support your family while you are 

6  Gillian Creese and Edith Ngene Kambere, “What Colour is Your English?” The Canadian Review of Sociology 
and Anthropology (2003) 40: 565.

7  Asha Chakkalakal and Jane Harvey, “Access for Foreign-Trained IT Professionals: An Exploration of Systemic 
Barriers to Employment, “JobStart and Skills for Change (2001), 24, accessed 17 May 2011, http://www.
skillsforchange.org/library/pdfs/access_report.pdf-.
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studying. So eventually you will get rid of that option and then you just take 

any job that you can.”

Often lacking the resources to repeat their schooling, many immigrants fi nd 

themselves “stuck” in low-skilled, low-paying jobs that they are overqualifi ed 

for – a phenomenon commonly referred to as immigrant “deskilling.”8  

Stories of deskilling were repeated in every focus group. Prior to moving to 

Vancouver in 2001, Patricia worked as a nutritionist; she is currently working 

in a coffee shop earning less than $10 per hour. She used phrases such as 

the “the black hole of immigration” and “a vicious cycle” to describe the gap 

between Canada’s preferential immigration policy for skilled and educated im-

migrants and the actual experiences of such immigrants after they arrive. She 

also highlighted the “illusion” she had before immigrating that she could fi nd a 

similar job in Canada to the one she had in Mexico. Robert was a very recent 

arrival to Canada, emigrating from the Philippines in April 2010 with his wife 

and two sons. After studying electrical engineering in university, he worked 

for thirteen years in the shipbuilding and ship repair industry. Eager to take 

advantage of new economic opportunities in Canada, Robert attended nu-

merous workshops to help him fi nd employment soon after arriving in Canada. 

However, after months of unsuccessful job searching and the evaporation of 

$20,000 in savings to pay for basic living expenses for himself and his family, 

he abandoned his career to work as a janitor. 

Despite early diffi culties accessing employment opportunities, some par-

ticipants such as Paul have experienced some improvement in their job situ-

ations. After working as a stocker for the large retail outlet, Real Canadian 

Superstore, Paul was soon promoted to work as a machine operator and then 

8  Harold Bauder, ‘Brain Abuse’ or the Devaluation of Immigrant Labour in Canada.2003. Antipode 35: 699-
717. 
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an inventory worker. Several years later, he found a job in the shipping and 

receiving department in a mailing house services company and is currently 

working as a data programmer. He explained that he is still hoping to fi nd a 

job as a civil engineer, but he recognized the many diffi culties of this:

“I’m still hoping to have the job I used to have in the Philippines, but I can’t 

afford to now because I can’t go to school because of the fi nancial needs [of 

my family]. If you want to go to school, you have to earn something while 

doing schooling which I cannot do, so I’m stuck.”

Sharing stories of deskilling and underemployment yielded some of the 

most animated conversations during the focus groups, and many participants, 

including those who do not enter as skilled immigrants, expressed frustration 

and skepticism regarding Canada’s selective immigration policy. For example, 

in the Cantonese-speaking focus group, most participants did not immigrate 

as skilled immigrants. However, when the subject of non-recognition of inter-

national credentials was raised, the following dialogue ensued:

Participant 1: “They [Canadian government] need large quantities of immi-

grants, right? But when the immigrants come, basically, there are no good 

working opportunities for them. 

Participant 2: That’s why people go back….

Participant 1: Yeah, there are no jobs…

Participant 2: You can’t make a living!

Participant 1: So that means that the [Canadian] government is so contra-

dictory. They are so welcoming of immigrants, especially skilled workers. 

They recruit them by the batches...

Participant 3: The most welcomed are investment class immigrants! (group 

laughter)

Participant 1: Yes, that’s true, haha. 
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Participant 3: They need their money! They have very high standards...But, 

you know, to tell you the truth, when skilled immigrants come here, they 

need to get local certifi cation, take local courses, and it doesn’t work. It’s 

just the same for them.

Participant 1: In the beginning, when they [the government] import them 

[immigrants], they don’t say this...

Participant 2: It’s true! Once you land, you realize this. 

Participant 1: Exactly, it’s afterwards, after you land that you realize, ‘Oh no, 

before you’re a doctor, teacher… [But here in Canada] don’t even talk about 

such high standards of jobs. Even people who had a basic offi ce job before, 

when they come here [Canada], they aren’t guaranteed to be able to fi nd it 

again.

By calling attention to the fact that “it’s just the same for them,” the Cantonese-

speaking participants emphasized the similarities between their diffi culties in 

the labour market and that of former professionals and more wealthy immi-

grants from China.

Lack of “Canadian experience”

Another term that was frequently invoked during the focus groups was 

“Canadian experience.” Few participants could defi ne what the term meant, 

but every participant could elaborate the effects of not having it. Christine 

explained that despite the fact that she has extensive work experience and a 

university degree in China, only one thing matters for fi nding a job in Canada: 

Canadian experience. She explained:

“I know some people have very high educational levels in their home coun-

tries but whenever you apply for a job, sometimes the job requires two to 

three years of local experience. When I look at ads, I don’t even dare to 

apply for it.”
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Another participant explained that he was advised by employment counselors 

at an immigrant services agency to downgrade his work experience to appear 

less “skilled.” Yet, even after “lying” about his education and previous work 

experience, his lack of Canadian experience prevented him from securing a 

job. He explained:

“So basically, they are asking you to down tone your qualifi cations so that 

you can get the job, but even if you down tone your qualifi cations, since 

you don’t have a Canadian experience you don’t even get the job. So it’s a 

chicken and egg thing.”

Like immigrants whose international credentials are not recognized by 

Canadian employers, the lack of Canadian experience also serves as a source 

of deskilling. Daniel moved to Canada seven years ago from Argentina. Hoping 

to enter the tourism industry, where he had previously worked, he took a course 

on tourism at Sprott Shaw Community College in order to obtain Canadian 

credentials. However, employment recruiters repeatedly pointed to his lack of 

Canadian experience when rejecting his application. He explained:

“I’ve tried in numerous hotels to try and get a job. But, it’s been a bit diffi -

cult, particularly in the area of experience, asking for experience when we’re 

just initially entering. So currently, I am working at the airport but that is 

very low starting, in the area of customer service.”

While the literature highlights that volunteering may help immigrants gain 

Canadian experience, focus group participants were highly skeptical of the 

effectiveness of this strategy. Efforts to gain Canadian experience by volun-

teering, or working at severely reduced wages and hours, often went unrec-

ognized by employers, according to one participant who stated:

“Speaking from my experience, volunteering experience doesn’t count. Even 

if employment counselors tell their students, ‘volunteer. That acts as real 

work experience.’ I say, ‘No.’ [During my interview], the employer told me, 
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‘I know you volunteer, but I don’t think that’s real experience because the 

pressure’s different.’”

Although some immigrants spoke positively about the benefi ts that volun-

teering has on obtaining paid employment, volunteering was not seen as a 

viable strategy for helping obtain employment in one’s desired fi eld or occu-

pation. Rather, volunteering was seen as a pathway for obtaining jobs in com-

pletely different fi elds such as child care or elder care, or work in immigrant 

service agencies or community centres.

Some participants suggested that employers referred to the lack of 

“Canadian experience” as a way of masking discriminatory hiring practices, 

or creating unnecessary obstacles to fi nding even the lowest-paid jobs.9 Lola 

came to Canada in 1982 from the Philippines and is currently struggling to 

support herself and her two teenage daughters as a single mother. She claims 

that she has faced severe discrimination in her many years working as a 

cleaner in various hotels and hospitals. She believes that the reason for not 

getting hired in jobs that she has applied for in the past has to do with the 

colour of the skin, rather than the amount of work-related experience she has. 

Recalling the time she applied to a hotel for a job, Lola recalled:

“Even if you have six years’ [experience] they’re like, ‘Sorry, that’s not the 

experience.’ I applied to the Sheraton Hotel. I went to speak to the manager. 

She goes, ‘Oh, you did six years. I’m sorry. You clean in a hospital. That’s 

totally different from a hotel.’ I’m like, ‘I know how to use a vacuum. I know 

how to use a broom.’ She goes, ‘It’s not the same.’” 

Another participant explained:

 “They always ask me, ‘do you have experience here?’ [I respond], ‘No.’ 

Even just for jobs that pay you $10 or $8 at the most, it’s like you need to 

9  Eric Liu, “A Descriptive Study of Employers’ Attitudes and Practices in Hiring Newcomer Job Seekers, Policy 
Matters (CERIS– The Ontario Metropolis Centre, 2007), 10.



22 MBC: Immigrants and Low-Paid Work

be well-connected. My friends who live here would always say to me, ‘Well, 

lie. Lie. Tell them that you’ve taken care of children, that you’ve cleaned 

houses, that you’ve worked as a babysitter, that you’ve done translations, 

etc. Lie, lie, lie.”

Thus, even for some of the lowest paid and least desirable jobs, the 

lack of Canadian experience serves as a major impediment to eco-

nomic integration.

Limits of Existing Services and Programs for Immigrants

Several participants mentioned that they have participated in various pro-

grams to help them fi nd re-employment in Canada, such as enrolling in local 

college certifi cate programs and attending various workshops at community 

centres and immigrant service agencies. Few focus group participants found 

these programs to be effective. While the discontent with existing services and 

programs may be symptomatic of the kinds of participants who attended the 

focus groups, the frustration expressed by numerous participants reveals the 

shortcomings of strategies that identify individual-level solutions to broader 

structural problems. 

Robert was particularly vocal about the many diffi culties he encountered 

trying to fi nd a job upon arrival to Canada. After taking numerous job-related 

workshops offered to immigrant newcomers, one of Robert’s employment 

counselors recommended that he attend a job fair. However, after attending 

the job fair, he felt even more frustrated, explaining:

“There was a big job fair in Surrey on July 8th. I attended. There was a long 

line [emphasis] and the line [of people waiting to enter] the fair took you 

one hour under the sun. Then, once you’re in there, there’s nobody there. 

They were selling training. They were selling diversity. They were selling how 

to write your resume. Then, there was Safeway trying to hire. Everybody 

was jumping at Safeway, so it was chaos. And then, there was training for 
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how to become an electrician, a machinist. So I think job fair for me is a no, 

no. And it’s a hole in the wall.”

In response to a fellow participant’s remark that the job fair could have been 

“just one bad experience,” Robert emphasized, “No, no, no. We went to Langley 

as well. It was a long line and . . . So I’m just telling you my experience but 

it is not one.” Chona, in support of Robert’s assessment, explained that she 

waited for three hours at a job fair on Granville Street, and she was shocked 

at how many people were waiting to get in. She explained, “Too long, too long. 

It was even more than we experienced in the Philippines. Oh my God.”

Several participants also emphasized that job-related immigrant resettle-

ment programs seemed to have little impact on their job search process. Mira 

immigrated to Canada from Mongolia in 2003. Prior to coming to Canada, she 

worked in international trade for twelve years in Asia and Europe. Despite 

spending time and money enrolling in several different programs, she is still 

currently unemployed. She stated, “I took lots of different programs….You 

know the program they have YWCA, blah, blah, too many of them. They say 

exactly same thing. But, I still can’t fi nd work.” After having had a professional 

career in her home country, she now feels like she has been relegated to “the 

bottom line in society” here in Canada.

Leona had taken multiple courses at an immigrant settlement agency to 

help her fi nd a job. Although she received much encouragement and praise 

from employment counselors, she was ultimately unable to fi nd employment. 

She explained:

“When I went to MOSAIC, they congratulated me, [telling me] that my inter-

views are great, divine, fantastic. But then, I would go to the interviews, and 

I never got any responses. And they weren’t even jobs for supervisory posi-

tions, they were survival jobs—for a dishwasher and those things. And so, 
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I changed my résumé…I did not put that I’m a physiotherapist, never. [But, 

still I did not receive a call]. I thought to myself, ‘how is it possible that I 

don’t receive a call even for washing dishes? It’s possible that it’s just illog-

ical, or it was during a time that it was not easy to get a job. I don’t know.”

José also engaged in various strategies to make himself more “market-

able” in the job search process, such as attending resume writing workshops 

and job search seminars, but had little insight into why he was repeatedly 

unsuccessful in securing an interview. José was transferred by his company to 

Canada from Colombia in 2000. He lived in Canada for several months before 

deciding to permanently relocate with his wife and sons. After giving up his old 

job, José was unable to fi nd re-employment for two years. When asked why 

he thought he experienced such diffi culties in the job search process, despite 

his qualifi cations, José responded:

“Well for me, the truth is that I don’t know what the diffi culties are for 

fi nding a job, because I was looking for work actively for more than one 

year and with no results. I don’t know the reasons why they [employers] 

did not call me. I went to one of those workshops that they make you go to 

out of obligation in order to learn how to make a resume, in order to be able 

to discuss the interview, in order to be able to help you fi nd your strengths 

and weaknesses… [But, I did not] even get one [job] interview, not even a 

phone call.”

José’s experience calls attention to research fi ndings from a study conducted 

by Philip Oreopoulos (2009) in which immigrants with non-Anglo-sounding 

names experience discrimination in the very initial stages of job acquisition. 

Oreopoulous sent thousands of fabricated resumes to online job postings 

across multiple occupations in Toronto. He found that interview request rates 

for English-named applicants with Canadian education and experience were 
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more than three times higher compared to resumes with Asian names with 

foreign education and experience.10 

The inability of existing programs and services to help immigrants fi nd 

employment highlights a deeper problem in the dynamics of local labour mar-

kets. While it is essential for newcomers to gain the skills and experience nec-

essary to adapt to Canadian workplaces, few employers seem willing to hire 

immigrants, especially in higher-paid and higher-skilled occupations. 

CAREER TRAJECTORIES OF PARTICIPANTS

Many participants who immigrated to Canada expected to fi nd employ-

ment in jobs related to their experience and education. However, as the above 

cases show, immigrants often take low-paid jobs that have little to do with 

their previous employment or educational background. Many participants re-

lied on help from family and friends, rather than employment services, to 

obtain employment (see Chart 2). Work obtained through family and friends 

is often low-paid work within one’s ethnic community or among other under-

employed immigrants. One participant recalled that “all the jobs I’ve had until 

now have been with immigrants.” This experience is shared by many of the 

participants regardless of their educational attainment. 

While the characteristics of the participant sample are weighted towards 

individuals who have experienced diffi culty in the labour market, the down-

ward employment trajectories of almost all the participants was striking, as 

they indicate that many immigrants face tremendous barriers in the labour 

market, regardless of their length of tenure in Canada (see Chart 3). The most 

common occupations held by participants included sewing, cleaning, 

10  Philip Oreopoulos, “Why Do Skilled Immigrants Struggle in the Labour Market? A Field Experiment with 
Six Thousand Resumes, “Metropolis BC Working Paper No. 09-03 (May 2009), 5, accessed 17 May 2011, 
http://www.amssa.org/arc/pdfs/4.pdf.
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CHART 2. METHOD OF FINDING FIRST JOB

FIRST JOB IN CANADA PERCENTAGE

Family 21%   (8)
Friend 44% (17)
Job posting 8%   (3)
Newspaper 15%   (6)
Applied on site 5%   (2)
Agency 5%   (2)
Walk in 2.5%   (1)
Other 5%   (2)
Family 21%   (8)

and cashiering. Those with higher levels of education were sometimes able to 

fi nd employment in offi ce administration, trades, or managerial positions, al-

though many of them had began working as cleaners, cashiers, or restaurant 

workers when they fi rst arrived in Canada. It is also noteworthy that 51% of 

participants are currently unemployed, not because they have reached the 

retirement age, but because they have been unable to fi nd any employment, 

whether it matches their skill and educational level or not. 

CHART 3. CAREER TRAJECTORIES AFTER IMMIGRATING TO CANADA

JOB BEFORE CANADA FIRST JOB IN CANADA CURRENT SITUATION

Teacher Waitress Unemployed
Accountant Cashier Unemployed
Computer Technician Housekeeper Unemployed
Offi ce Clerk Factory worker Unemployed
Social worker Carpenter Unemployed
Physiotherapist Warehouse assembly Seamstress
Nutritionist Barista Unemployed
Teacher Housekeeper Housekeeper
Engineer Stocker Data programmer
Banker Receptionist Bulk foods clerk
HR supervisor Cashier Unemployed
Engineer Janitor Janitor
VP Marketing Sales clerk Bank teller
Lawyer Dishwasher Seamstress
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The following sections provide brief descriptions of the most common jobs 

and job trajectories.

Sewing or Restaurant Work 

Three participants from China worked as waitresses or in sewing factories 

before moving to Canada. After immigrating, they wished to pursue the same 

type of work they had in China. While they were able to fi nd work waitressing 

or in sewing factories with help from family and friends, they reported dete-

riorating working conditions due to competition from other immigrants and 

a decrease in the number of sewing factories in Vancouver. One participant, 

Ellie, explained that when she fi rst arrived in 1998, she secured a job in a 

dim sum restaurant as a food runner through a friend’s referral. Although her 

co-workers earned $7-$8 per hour, she only earned $5 per hour based on 

the employer’s rationale that she had no experience. After attending some 

English-language classes, Ellie managed to fi nd work in a “Caucasian factory” 

at slightly higher wages. She explained: 

When you come down to it, the income is still low, but still, working at 

Caucasian factories, they will go according to the labour laws. Like, they’ll 

look at how many hours you work and pay you overtime according to the 

law, and after a year they’ll give you benefi ts. So it’s very proper…But after 

one year, the factory closed down, so that was it.”

Thus, even for immigrants who are able to secure higher-paid jobs in non-

ethnic businesses, they are still limited to relatively lower-paid and more inse-

cure forms of employment in the larger labour market.
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Cleaners 

Eight participants from India and the Philippines were working as cleaners 

and housekeepers. As a group, they were highly educated. Four cleaners had 

university degrees; two had graduated from two-year college programs, while 

the other two had graduated from high school. While two participants working 

in cleaning were new immigrants, the others had been cleaning from 7 to 35 

years. There were very few improvements in wages reported, aside from in-

creases in the minimum wage. Many participants working in cleaning regarded 

themselves as stuck in “survival jobs,” and half of them are taking college or 

certifi cate programs in hopes of fi nding alternative employment. 

Cashiers

Six participants worked as cashiers upon moving to Canada. Four came 

from China, one from the Philippines, and another from India. Most of them 

had a high school education, though the participant from the Philippines had a 

postgraduate degree. Participants employed as cashiers were formerly clerks, 

accountants, or computer technicians in their home country. Although working 

as a cashier still paid relatively low wages, participants remarked that ca-

shiering was less strenuous than working in factories or working as a waitress 

and did not require working late night shifts and, thus, was a more preferred 

job. 

Offi ce Workers

Six participants worked offi ce jobs either as clerks, receptionists, or ad-

ministrative assistants. All participants who worked in an offi ce had univer-

sity degrees from their country of origin, and two participants had master’s 

degrees. While for some participants, being an offi ce worker marked a slight 
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improvement from their fi rst jobs in Canada as cashiers or housekeepers, 

these positions simultaneously represented a steep decline from their careers 

in their home countries, such as working as an editor or nutritionist. Although 

the wages earned at offi ce jobs are not high—the average wage of the clerks 

was $11.25 an hour—some participants remarked that they are grateful for a 

job with steady hours where they do not have to stand on their feet for eight 

or more hours at a time. 

Residential Care Work

After she lost her job at a garment factory, one participant explained that 

she spent her savings on English classes and job training classes in the health-

care fi eld. She managed to fi nd a job as a residential care worker earning $17 

per hour; however, she explains that she spends more time working than she 

actually gets paid for:

“So they send me to the different homes to work. And I get $17 something 

an hour. But it’s still pretty hard work, because I go to this home and work 

two to three hours, and then another home for one to two hours, and I’m 

running around. So in a day, I’m actually out for ten hours, but hours actu-

ally worked would be like six hours, because the time in the middle is not 

counted. But then they do compensate gas, like if you’re going from A to B, 

they’ll give you a dollar or something, according their rate.”

Thus, although she was able to fi nd work at a higher hourly wage, she is only 

paid for actual time spent with clients. Taking into account transportation 

costs—including having to sometimes travel from Delta to North Vancouver in 

a single day—she is paid much less.
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Trades 

Five participants, all of whom held university degrees, worked in diverse 

positions in some kind of trade, such as a pressman, or cable assembler. As a 

group, participants working in trades had the highest average earnings at $15 

an hour. However, none of them worked in trades related to occupations they 

held at home. For example, a social worker from Uruguay worked fi rst as a 

carpenter, then in the plastic industry. 

Managers 

Of our 44 participants, only two reported that they worked in managerial 

positions. They are mostly university graduates; one has an MBA. However, 

while one participant reported that he is a project manager, his hourly wage 

was only $10 an hour. It is interesting to note that both managers are new 

immigrants who arrived in 2010. 

IMPACTS OF LOW INCOME

The living wage calculation in Metro Vancouver is $18 an hour, while those 

earning below $10 an hour are considered to be low-income. When discussing 

the efforts of Vancouver’s current Living Wage Campaign, led by First Call BC, 

to pass a city living wage ordinance, some participants gasped, making com-

ments such as “Wow!”, “Who makes that much?”, “I don’t think we get even 

over ten an hour! How many people can make that?”, “We are so poor!” and 

“So under $18 is low income?” Most participants who participated in the dia-

logues earned between $8 to $13 per hour, and only two earned over $18 per 

hour. (see Figure 3). Participants’ surprise at the living wage fi gure, which is 

considered a conservative estimate by First Call BC, highlights the poverty-

level wages that many immigrants receive in Vancouver.
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Low income poses a variety of deleterious effects upon immigrants and 

their families. Of all 44 participants, only one believed that her income was 

suffi cient to meet her everyday needs. Two percent of participants responded 

that they had a good quality of life, and 28 % responded that they had a poor 

quality of life. The vast majority of participants (70%), however, responded 

that they had an average quality of life, despite the fact that they earned 

low wages or were unemployed. Such a widespread resignation to this state 

of living may point to a normalization of the economic subordination of im-

migrants, whereby immigrants themselves are internalizing a lower sense of 

self-worth and second-class status, as well as accepting the accompanying 

abuse and neglect by Canadian employers and the government. 

FIGURE 3. AVERAGE HOURLY WAGE

The main costs of low-income work described by focus group participants 

included: 1) fi nancial strains, 2) health problems, 3) diffi culties providing for 

children, 4) erosion and improvement of self-esteem and self-worth, 5) per-

ceptions of discriminatory treatment and “second class” status, and 6) in-

ability to speak out against employer abuse and discrimination. The following 

section elaborates on each of these issues.
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Financial Strains

Chronic underemployment and low-wage work have prompted many par-

ticipants to describe their experience living in Canada as a struggle to meet 

the most basic needs. Unable to secure a stable, adequately paying job, par-

ticipants have reported various consequences, such as being in debt, relying 

on welfare payments, having to use services such as local food banks, and 

more. For the fi rst six years of their lives in Canada, Maria and her husband 

worked graveyard shifts distributing newspapers in order to supplement their 

daytime. Describing the conditions as “slave-like,” Maria recalled:

“I worked at night under tight circumstances of time and working seven days 

a week…We were responsible because it did not matter what happened–sick-

ness, that the car broke down–no, it didn’t matter to the manager…The pay 

was something like thirteen cents per newspaper, and if the customer com-

plained, they would take off three dollars…It was never enough.”

Taking into account having to incur the car maintenance and fuel costs, the 

work provided meager profi ts. Disillusioned by the struggles she and her family 

face on a daily basis, Maria stated, “We thought that working hard would be 

enough.” 

Participants emphasized that they learned to eliminate any unnecessary 

costs to save money, including going out to restaurants, seeing movies, or 

taking vacations. One participant with school-aged children remarked, “You 

take vacation [time], because [your employer] gives you two weeks [paid 

vacation], but you have to stay at home because you don’t have anywhere to 

go.” Most of your extra money is spent on your children, she added:

“You have to dress them, you have to have money for their school trips...

education might be ‘free’ in regards to public education, but their being in 

school means that there are all kinds of demands. And if you have a poorly-
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paid job, this generates the need to pay on credit. But then, you get to the 

moment where you can’t even pay the minimum payment. Or you continue 

paying just the minimum payment, and the interest keeps rising. The line 

of credit is the same. And even when one goes back and looks at what they 

spent the money on they realize that they spent it just on living. Simply just 

on living. Trying to pay bills, trying to meet the needs of one’s family - and 

so poorly paid work generates dissatisfaction in all aspects of life.”

Participants acknowledged that coping with lower incomes meant making 

tougher choices, but they also recognized that immigration is often associated 

with desires for greater consumption and more comfortable lifestyles. Maria’s 

husband, Will, stated:

“But the system sells it to us too. Because all of us here have a televi-

sion, right? They sell you an image of the ideal family in North America. Big 

house, beautiful clothes, they sell you the image, and you often enter into 

that fantasy…And so they hone into not your individual needs and desires 

but instead “you are the same as him. You are the same as him.” And you 

get in and you get in, but it’s a lie! Because it’s a trap. The system wants 

you to get in, to get in. What we need to do is have less televisions and read 

more [laughter].”

Although Will never explained who “they” referred to, the laugher of all the 

focus group participants revealed that many could relate to his sentiments. 

Some felt it ironic that they came to Canada looking for more comfortable life-

styles promised by the Canadian government, only to end up socioeconomi-

cally worse off than when they were in their home countries. They pointed out 

the disconnect that exists between the attractive messages projected by the 

Canadian government to prospective newcomers, and the inadequate support 

services provided to them once they set foot within Canadian borders.
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Health Issues

Low income is inimical to the physical, emotional, and mental health of 

immigrants. Participants reported a wide variety of threats to their well-being. 

Work-related accidents –suffered as a result of unsafe working conditions – 

further impinged on the ability of some participants to make a suffi cient living. 

Chronic stress and exhaustion have led to gastrointestinal problems, as well 

as conditions of anxiety and depression. One mother believed that fi nancial 

constraints on her grocery budget contributed to her daughter’s high choles-

terol count. The insecure nature of the work many of the participants engaged 

in often left them without health benefi ts, and consequently unable to access 

the necessary medical care and therapy services. 

The lack of sick pay for many immigrants employed in low-paid work also 

resulted in situations where immigrants put their health in jeopardy to keep 

their jobs. One participant explained:

“You can’t be sick. You can’t miss any day. Even you can’t have an appoint-

ment because you lose your hours. You can’t pay for that. And your em-

ployer can get you off the job, because if you’re not working – well they can 

hire a better person who is more fl exible.”

The high cost of healthcare for immigrants who do not have extended 

healthcare insurance resulted in some immigrants having to return to their 

home country for medical treatment, according to one of the Spanish-speaking 

participants:

“A poorly paid job generates few benefi ts and an enormous amount of diffi -

culties. There are few companies that actually provide people with extended 

healthcare. And if you need to go to a specialist for some major issues, right 

there you’re talking about thousands of dollars. And so what do you have to 

do? When you travel to your country, you go down there and do it there be-
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cause it’s cheaper there, and by that point your teeth have already fallen out 

[laughter throughout].

The laughter of all the other focus group participants again indicates that 

traveling to one’s home country to receive medical treatments was a fairly 

common practice among immigrants. 

IMPACTS ON CHILDREN AND FAMILY LIFE

Low-paid work among immigrants is a deeply gendered issue, with women 

of colour with foreign degrees commonly experiencing the least return on their 

skills when searching for jobs in a new country.11 Immigrant women are said 

to be caught in “double jeopardy” and have higher unemployment rates than 

both immigrant men and Canadian-born women.12 Mothers are often forced 

to take multiple jobs in order to support their families and, thus, have little 

time to monitor their children’s progress in school or spend time with them at 

home.13 

Many participants expressed regret at not being able to provide properly 

for their children. One participant expressed that she believed that it was un-

fair to her children that she was unable to provide summer camps, swimming, 

or music lessons, which she perceived were privileges commonly enjoyed by 

Canadian children. Another participant expressed that being unable to invest 

as much in her children’s education as other Canadians meant that her chil-

dren’s “quality of life” suffered as a consequence. 

11  Gillian Creese, Isabel Dyck, and Arlene Tigar McLaren, The ‘Flexible’ Immigrant: Household Strategies and 
the Labour Market, Metropolis BC Working Paper No. 06-19 (December 2006), 9, accessed 17 June 2011, 
http://mbc.metropolis.net/assets/uploads/fi les/wp/2006/WP06-19.pdf.

12  René Morissette and Garnett Pico, Low-Paid Work and Economically Vulnerable Families over the Last 
Two Decades, Statistics Canada (April 2005), 24, accessed 17 June 2011, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2005248-eng.pdf.

13  Geraldine Pratt, “Deskilling Across the Generations: Reunifi cation Among Transnational Filipino Families in 
Vancouver,” Metropolis BC Working Paper No. 08-06 (September 2008), 42, accessed 17 June 2011, www.
amssa.org/arc/pdfs/13.pdf.
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Low wages also meant long work hours for many of the participants, often 

at the expense of being able to provide direct care for their children. One im-

migrant from China expressed remorse for the conditions under which she 

and her husband raised their son. With no choice but to work late shifts in a 

restaurant in Chinatown, she recalled:

 “Sometimes we would work overtime until 1:00 a.m. And then in the middle 

of the night, my husband would wake my son up and say, ‘Hey son! It’s time 

to wake up. It’s time to wake up and drive mommy home.’ So they would 

have to come pick me up at 1:00 a.m. or 2:00 a.m.” 

Some participants were unable to continue working due to the impact their 

long working hours and commutes had on their children. Lila recalled:

“Once I found a job in Surrey. I got up at 6:00 a.m.; I brought my child to 

childcare around 7:00 a.m. I took the transit, took the bus to get to Surrey. 

I came back around 6:00 p.m. because I need to take the bus and some-

times get some food. And I got home, cooked the dinner. After dinner right 

away, went to bed. My child couldn’t bear it. So for a career, for a job, it’s 

not just about the skills, it’s related to many other problems, many other so-

cial issues. “The diffi culties for parents with young children, especially single 

mothers, were especially apparent during the focus groups. Janet moved to 

Canada with two young children. She explained:

“Because I was alone with the children, I had a huge problem with the 

schedules…The kids start at 9:00 a.m., but whatever job you take, you have 

to start at 8:00 a.m. or 7:00 a.m. And so I thought to myself…what was I 

supposed to do with the kids?”

Parents faced many agonizing choices when it came to the economic hard-

ships associated with immigration. Burt, who immigrated from Uruguay 13 

years ago with his wife Maria, could not afford to pay their children’s interna-

tional student fees for two entire years prior to being granted Canadian resi-
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dency. Consequently, his children could not attend school for two years. He 

remembered:

“That affected us a lot emotionally. Because watching our children falling be-

hind in school, watching them not be able to go was very hard. Because we 

wanted them to be able to, we knocked on all the doors that we could. And 

they said no.”

Furthermore, since both he and his wife worked extremely long hours throughout 

the day and night, they were unable to spend as much time as they would 

have liked to with their children while waiting for their residency status.

The inability of parents to fi nancially support their households often re-

sulted in situations in which children worked at young ages. Lupe explained 

that the economic contribution of her children was a “double-edged sword.” 

Although her children brought in much-needed income to support the house-

hold, they also grew up faster. She explained:

Our children start working here from such a young age and they’re helping 

to support the family. Before in one’s country, one was the head of the 

family, and now kids are helping you to make it. That helps them [the kids] 

grow…and there are lots of benefi ts to that…But at times as a parent, this is 

not what I wanted for my child. This was not part of my plan.”

An added complication was the reversal of authority roles, Lupe emphasized:

 “Because your children bear so much of the responsibilities, they start 

[saying things like], ‘No mother, you know, I’m not going to do that like 

that.’ And what can I say? You are no longer the head of the family because 

the role that made you that has been fundamentally changed…That is an 

enormous frustration! So you are frustrated by the career aspect of your life. 

You are frustrated by your economic situation. You are frustrated by the way 

that your own family treats you!”
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Self-Esteem and Self-Worth

The diffi culties that immigrants experience related to underemployment 

and low-paid work have contradictory effects on one’s self-esteem and self-

worth. On the one hand, participants talked about the isolation associated 

with living on tight budgets, the diffi culty of coping with downward status 

mobility, and the disappointment of foregoing even simple luxuries such as 

buying mascara or going to a restaurant. One participant explained:

“You can’t achieve a certain state of living and it puts your self-esteem 

down. And you get stuck, and along the way there are problems with your 

children, with your partner, personal problems, health problems, stress.” 

Another participant talked about the inability to discuss one’s problems with 

friends and family, especially in one’s home country:

“So the most hurtful thing about it is you can’t talk about it to your friends 

from way back home because – maybe it’s your pride that, ‘Why did you go 

there? Just to be a low- income earner when you were better off here.’ Of 

course [you can say], ‘I’m doing this for my children and everything.’ But 

deep inside, you don’t know how to feel. Sometimes you don’t know what to 

feel anymore. You just wake up, go to work, cook dinner, sleep again, wake 

up go to work. You don’t want to think about it anymore. So that’s the most 

diffi cult thing, even if you want to talk about it among your friends here. But 

your best friends are from your country and yet you can’t talk about yourself 

so truthfully.”

On the other hand, working in low-paid jobs served as a source of pride 

and self-worth, especially for individuals who were more accustomed to being 

served in their home countries. Leona explained:

“Yes, working in a coffee shop was diffi cult for me. I was used to always 

being served, and not be the one doing the serving. But I have seen that I 

have become into a better person, I am a much more humble person. I get 

a lot of joy out of seeing the person that I have become. Why? Because I am 
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a humanitarian person, I am a person who sees people as people, not like 

servants or like a thousand other things.”

Eduardo also recognized the value of moving to another country and expe-

riencing downward status mobility. He explained that his transition to a new 

type of employment helped broaden his perspective and open his mind:

“Coming here to Canada or any other part of the world is a great challenge. 

At fi rst I came with my mentality. I said look, this country is going to sup-

port me. Canada is a country that gives opportunities, and that’s that. And 

then, you get shocked with the reality that it is not actually like that. And 

well you have to be open, because as Maria said, because we came here on 

our own parts, no one obligated us to come. We came here on our own and 

it was a decision that was taken, well thought out, and so we have to live 

the consequences. And one of the consequences is being open to a new ca-

reer. For example, before I used to work as a social worker but now can you 

imagine I work in a kitchen. That is a new stage, well I did it but now I’m 

working in a commercial kitchen.”

Marginalization, Racism and “Second-Class” Status 

Despite the positive experiences associated with learning to cope with so-

cial and economic hardships, participants describe mixed feelings associated 

with experiencing discrimination in the labour market. Christine immigrated 

to Canada in 2002, after earning her master’s degree from the “top university 

in China” and working at a “very famous publishing house.” She initially ex-

pressed positive feelings about Vancouver and Canada: 

“I like Canada. I like Vancouver very much. It’s a truly beautiful city. It has 

lot of advantages compared to other countries, but I think it still has some 

severe social issues like low-paid work for immigrants. Many immigrants are 

very skilled but because of lack of experience and local diplomas or degrees, 

they can’t do the job they are good at.”
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Unable to resume the job she left behind in China, she lamented, “We cannot 

do what we like to do and what we’re good at. What’s the point of living here 

for the rest of our lives?” 

Participants recognize that Canada has strong laws when it comes to 

human rights and protection from discrimination, but they also emphasize the 

gap between perception and reality. One participant explained: 

“So, I mean the laws here are always very good, but enforcement of the law 

is a big problem. Like discrimination…When we were trained as immigrants, 

the employment counselor said, ‘In Canada no discrimination is law because 

of your age or race or education.’ But in fact, it happens everywhere.”

Another participant emphasized:

“You see the discrimination in all areas. You see it in commerce or you see 

it in the movies, and who is the servant? Maria [laughter throughout]. Who 

is the good cleaning lady? A Latina. Who is the gardener? A Latino. You’re 

never going to see an American working as a domestic. Or Jennifer Lopez, 

what did she do in her movie in the hotel? Living in a tiny home with her 

mother, Latina working in a hotel as housekeeping. I think that there is 

racism absolutely in this country. For a Latina? Even more. Maybe my head 

is too square. But ever since I’ve lived in Canada I’ve seen it.”

Mariela came from Uruguay thirteen years ago with her husband and 

three children looking for a better life, only to make numerous sacrifi ces for 

meager benefi ts. She described the perception that she believed employers in 

Vancouver had towards Latinos, stating: 

“I think the theme of Latino I am mentioning because what I have seen al-

ways, okay, you want to work [sic]? Cleaning or construction. Cleaning or 

construction. [Those are] the things that are offered to you. And if you go 

to a cleaning company—I worked for a cleaning company—70% of the other 

people employed there are Latinos. And construction, the same. So in other 

words…from the beginning they put you into a box. I could not expect to 

have been offered anything else. Cleaning or construction, that’s it.” 
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Calling attention to the existence of discrimination and racism is not an 

easy task. During the focus group conducted in Surrey, one of the participants 

displayed hesitancy before openly discussing racism in front of Erin, a white 

student from UBC who was taking notes. Erin assured her that she was not 

offended and, in fact, understood where she was coming from, which helped 

allay the participant’s fears. This interaction, however, epitomized the dif-

fi culties that some immigrants of colour experience speaking openly about 

discrimination and racism in front of White Canadians. Part of the diffi culty 

in openly discussing discrimination and racism was linked to the inability to 

verify the root causes of labour market barriers. Betty, who immigrated from 

Mexico, commented:

“For us new immigrants, we don’t know the reasons why are they discrimi-

nating. Because we think we are qualifi ed. But in reality maybe for them it’s 

not discrimination, but for us we really feel we are discriminated because 

why am I not hired? [Is it because] I am Brown? If he can do, why can’t I? 

Because he knows somebody in the company and I don’t know anyone, so I 

have no connections?”

Regardless of the ability to say without reservation that their diffi culties 

in the labour market are due to discrimination, the effects of being denied 

the ability to secure employment that matches one skill and educational level 

often resulted in feelings of devalued worth and status. One participant who 

immigrated to Canada from Columbia in 1999 explained that he considered 

himself a “second class citizen” in Canada: 

“It has been a struggle. I have found that the wages have never been 

enough. Even trying to establish a good home, I feel that every day one is 

even more in the reality of debt that one incurs slowly and slowly, but that 

after a while it is very diffi cult to get out of. And so any initiative that tries to 

improve the situation of immigrants who come here with valid qualifi cations, 

with good English or no English, but that nevertheless have been accepted 
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by this country. That they have the opportunity to have a life that at the 

very least they can have the same expectations as the Canadians, that here 

I still consider myself a second class citizen because I cannot aspire to have 

what one [non-immigrant Canadian] has here regularly.”

Inability to Speak Out against Employers

Many participants recalled feeling powerless to counter abusive or dis-

criminatory treatment on the job. Ada immigrated from China twelve years 

ago. She found a job at a restaurant working for less than minimum wage 

while simultaneously going to school. She agreed to work for $5 an hour—

one-third less than her fellow colleagues—operating under the perception that 

a lack of experience in the restaurant industry was a valid reason to be sub-

jected to below-minimum wage pay. She also faced discrimination and abuse 

at the hand of her employers. She stated:

“Every night I got home, I was crying. It was so draining. And I got scolded. 

They wouldn’t care if you were a new immigrant, inexperienced or not—if 

you [made] mistakes, they [would] yell at you.”

Ada explains that this constant mistreatment eventually led her to quit the 

restaurant job and pursue factory work instead. 

Becky, an immigrant of seventeen years from China, also shared her ex-

periences of oppression in the workplace. She described her early days strug-

gling to meet deadlines as a seamstress while taking care of her children as 

“inhumane.” She recalled:

“Those days were really miserable. Not just miserable for myself but hard on 

the kids too, because they [would] give you hard deadlines. If your deadline 

is three days, then even if you die, you will give them the goods” 
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Being overworked constantly prevented her from being able to spend any time 

with her children. She later found a job at a factory, where she discovered that 

protesting for one’s rights was highly discouraged. She explained:

“They [would] tell you, ‘Work! Just work!’ So I worked. Every day I worked 

overtime. I would start at eight, and fi nish at eight. You needed to be obe-

dient. They tell you to walk, you walk. Stand, you stand. So you can work 

seven days if you want, but there’s no overtime pay.” 

Afraid of losing their jobs, Becky said that she and her immigrant coworkers 

did not dare to engage in any collective action. 

Participants who had attempted to exercise their rights remarked that their 

efforts often resulted in more harm than help. One of the Cantonese-speaking 

participants recalled that while working at a restaurant, her wages and hours 

were continuously reduced without cause. Together, she and her co-workers 

tried to take action by seeking the assistance of the Labour Department. As a 

result, all the workers who attempted to fi le complaints ended up losing their 

jobs in the end. 

Fear of losing one’s job was commonly repeated in response to questions 

about how individuals addressed discriminatory or unfair treatment in the 

workplace. One participant who worked as a bank teller explained that even 

big employers like banks rarely paid immigrant workers overtime:

“I did a lot of overtime and they said when I got the job that whenever I do 

overtime, they pay extra. But in reality they changed. They said, “Oh, our 

policy has changed...So sorry. If you would like to continue to work here, ac-

cept it. If you do not, [feel free to leave].”

One participant explained that employers avoid paying legally required ben-

efi ts by refusing to provide full-time jobs:
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“Some employers are very smart, super smart. They give the employees 37, 

38 or sometimes 39 hours a week but they don’t give you 40 hours because 

once one works 40 hours, it’s a totally a full-time job and they have to give 

the benefi ts. So they give them a little bit less than full-time so that they 

save lots of money. They don’t give you the full benefi ts. And many immi-

grants realize that after they work there for a while.”

Lacking familiarity with Canadian workers’ rights, membership to formal la-

bour organizations, or a collective will to action out of fear of being fi red, many 

immigrants feel powerless to change their current situations for the better.

PROPOSED SOLUTIONS FOR CHANGE

While low-paid work among immigrants has remained a persistent problem 

in Canada, immigrants themselves are rarely given the opportunity to propose 

ways to eliminate the barriers and ameliorate the negative consequences that 

directly affect them and their families. The neighbourhood cafés provided a 

safe, non-judgmental, and open arena in which participants were encouraged 

to voice their opinions and creatively propose their own ideas for affecting 

positive change for immigrants trapped in the Canadian labour market. 

Many participants expressed anger and frustration with the gap between 

Canada’s immigration policy and reality and emphasized the urgent need for 

the government to address the situation. When asked why he felt so pas-

sionate about the Canadian government’s responsibility to resolve the issue 

of immigrant underemployment, one participant responded emphatically that 

the Canadian government actively recruits immigrants with strong educational 

backgrounds and professional work experience to immigrate, which creates 

the expectation that immigrants will be able to fi nd comparable employment 

in Canada. Another participant agreed, stating:
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“The government should have ways to help the workers, to say, ‘Okay well, 

we brought you here because you have qualifi cations and we are going to 

help you make sure that these skills get recognized here so that you can 

work in the area in which you studied for.’ I think that the government is 

trying to say things [pause] because there has been a trend in this country 

in which immigrants come and they end up driving taxis, or working in caf-

eterias although they are very qualifi ed to be doing other labour, in the case 

of doctors, nurses, psychologists, therapists, of everything. In other words, 

governments should establish practices in which to integrate these people in 

the productive forces of this country. But that they have not done [anything] 

yet.”

To reduce the gap between perception and expectation, participants sug-

gested that the Canadian government provide a more realistic picture of the 

diffi culties that skilled immigrants face in the labour market. They also sug-

gested the need for increased dialogue between immigrants and immigration 

offi cials.

One concrete area for improvement relates to the provision of job-related 

settlement services for immigrants. While services related to labour market ad-

aptation for immigrants exist, many stated that information about such oppor-

tunities is not readily accessible to immigrants. Some participants have joined 

programs like Skills Connect, but the majority of participants had no knowledge 

of the programs and organizations that were available. Furthermore, many of 

these programs are designed specifi cally for newly arrived immigrants, bla-

tantly overlooking the fact that immigrants who have been living in Canada for 

several years and who are thus ineligible to take advantage of these services 

still possess specifi c needs and face specifi c challenges. 

Participants also emphasized the need for services and programs that pro-

vide an actual pathway to employment. Programs that provide genuine em-
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ployment experiences, as opposed to help with resume writing and interview 

skills, were seen as particularly valuable. One participant explained:

“I have a son who’s 20 years old. He’s the youngest actually who’s with me 

here among my sons. And we [coincidentally read about] this government 

program that gives three months on-the-job paid training to out of school 

youth who wants to get into the work force This is sponsored by SUCCESS 

but I think they only do it once a year or I’m not sure…I hope the govern-

ment can support that further because out of 50 applicants or 100 appli-

cants, they only take 15 a year and luckily my son was one of those. Right 

now he’s earning something while being trained or learning on how to join 

the workforce.” 

Other participants emphasized the importance of knowing what resources and 

opportunities are available to low-income people, especially when it comes to 

qualifying for income assistance or housing assistance benefi ts. 

Another urgent issue raised by participants was the lack of affordable child-

care. Not having affordable childcare often meant that immigrant mothers had 

to sacrifi ce their careers and jobs in order to take care of children, which fur-

ther reduced the family’s income. While the lack of affordable childcare affects 

all working families in Vancouver, the consequences low-income immigrant 

families suffer is particularly alarming. Participants also emphasized the need 

for employers to provide job opportunities that provide childcare subsidies, 

rather than create part-time jobs that do not offer such benefi ts.

Finally, participants recognized the value of sharing their experiences with 

others who have gone through similar situations. While they emphasized that 

talking was never enough, the ability to share one’s trials and tribulations with 

other immigrants with similar experiences was seen as a way to counter feel-

ings of isolation and low self-esteem associated with immigrating to Canada. 

Also, the ability to connect with other individuals and groups who view immi-
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grant deskilling and poverty employment as widespread community concern 

has given participants the confi dence and experience to continue developing 

collective solutions to collective problems.  
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